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Here’s a band you probably haven’t heard of before. They’re 
not underground—in fact, they’re a bit of an oldie.1 But they’re 
not your grandpa’s kind of band—and they definitely liked to 
get down.2 They’re not the most traditional band either, as one 
of their greatest hits was played on the drums of war, when they 
defeated the Spartans at the Battle of Leuctra.3 Two and a half 
thousand years ago, this troupe of soldiers came straight out of 
Thebes. The Sacred Band, as their manager called them, was a 
uniquely Greek group of 150 pairs of lovers that formed one of 
the most elite fighting forces in all of the ancient world.4 

There isn’t a great deal known about this semi-mythical 
army. Details about the band, like whether the number of its 
ranks were truly 300 or whether it even existed at all, are debat-
ed by both historical sources and contemporary historians.5 The 
story goes that the group was composed of pairs of male lovers, 
handpicked by their leader Gorgidas around 379 B.C.E., who 
were each said to be “devoted to each other by mutual obliga-
tions of love.”6 The Band was formed by Theban aristocratic ex-
iles—Gorgidas being among them—to help liberate their home 
from the iron grip of the Spartans. Sparta had recently defeated 
Athens, the previous premier power in Greece, and was on the 
war path to assert their hegemony over all of Greece and they 
weren’t going to let anyone stand in their way.7

The idea behind the formation of this elite group, which 
made it different than anything tried before it, revolved around 
the hope that love was the most powerful agent for troop mo-
rale, so that each man would be so committed through his devo-
tion to his partner, he wouldn’t dare flee the battle and abandon 
his love to their doomed fate. In pairing lovers to fight together, 
the Sacred Band was the expression of a romantic ideal that love 
inspires bravery even in the face of death. It rested on the hope 
that men would choose death before disgrace for abandoning 
the one they loved.8 As gracefully put by Plutarch, a Greek phi-
losopher and historian, “a band cemented by friendship ground-
ed upon love, is never to be broken, and invincible; since the 
lovers, ashamed to be base in sight of their beloved, and the 
beloved before their lovers, willingly rush into danger for the 
relief of one another.”9 

Now, this language used by Plutarch might sound like a 
strange mix of platonic love and sexual love. His use of the word 
“friendship” sticks out in how it conflicts with his later use of 
“lover.” It’s important to note that the ancient Greeks neither 
identified as nor had the cultural conception of homosexuality 
in the same way we do in modern times. This means using the 
terms “gay” or “homosexual” to refer to them or their relations 
is anachronistic, in many ways simply incorrect, and might be 
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Notes:
1 A friend has informed me they are very likely underground now.

2 As they still are now. Refer to footnote 1.

3 Yes, those Spartans.  
  Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. Pelopidas. Web.

4And by manager, I mean founder Gorgidas.
Polyaenus (trans. R. Shepherd). “Book II”. Στρατηγήματα [Strata
gems in War]. Book. 1793. 

5 Georgiadou, Aristoula. “The wanderings of the Sacred Band: Uses 
and Abuses of an erotic tradition” Research paper. 2006.

6 Beert C. Verstraete; Vernon Provencal (eds.). Same-Sex Desire And 
Love in Greco-Roman Antiquity And in the Classical Tradition of the 
West. Book. 2005.

6,8,15 Polyaenus (trans. R. Shepherd). “Book II”. Στρατηγήματα [Strata
gems in War]. Book. 1793.

7 G. S. Shrimpton. “The Theban Supremacy in Fourth-Century Litera-
ture” Journal Article. 1971. 

7,9,17 Plutarch (Edited by Dryden, John & Clough, Arthur). Plutarch’s 
Lives. Web. 1859.

10,11 Dover, Kenneth. Greek Homosexuality. Book. 1989.

12 Blake et al. Education in an Age of Nihilism. Book. 1793.

13  Percy. Pederasty and Pedagogy in Archaic Greece. Book. 1996.

14 Marrou, Henri Irénée. History of Education in Antiquity. Book. 
1948.

17 Buckler, John. The Theban Hegemony. Book. 1980.

harmful to both our understandings of modern LGBTQIA+ is-
sues and communities. It would also work to limit our ability 
to gain an honest and authentic understanding of these histor-
ic groups and individuals on their own terms. For the ancient 
Greeks, sexual relations among men were not necessarily a 
strictly romantic affair, or at least not in the way we may envi-
sion some form of heteronormative and monogamous courting 
of life partners in our current day and age. For the Greeks, same 
sex relations could very much be either romantic and/or sexual 
in nature, but they also fulfilled a non-romantic, non-sexual so-
cial role as well. 

The relationship between two men was often split into two 
distinct roles, the erastês, or older and dominant partner, and 
erômenos, or “beloved” which would be the younger and more 
submissive partner.10,11 These relations in Greek society were 
often educational, in that they were a form of initiation into 
upper class political, civil, and/or military life for the erômenos 
by their erastês elder, much like modern networking.12 There 
was an element of a mentor-mentee relationship, often found-
ed on mutual respect. But there were also social pressures on 
young men from less affluent backgrounds to attract a suitor 
of high social class for social mobility. To this end, there was 
a strong focus on the beauty of the junior partner, oftentimes 
the erômenos being praised for fitting an ideal embodiment of 
youth.13 The junior partner, unlike women at the time in regards 
to marriage, had agency to choose their own partners, leaving 
room for mutual romantic affection and courting.14 In this mix 
of educational mentor-mentee relationship, there were elements 
of sexual desire and mutual romantic affection. Amidst all this, 
Plato found room to call “a lover a divine friend,” which is 
where the name of the Sacred Band comes from.15

This divine friendship proved fruitful. Between hopes of 
social mobility, sexual desire, and romance, the Sacred Band 
fought bravely and passionately against the Spartans battle after 
battle. In doing so, they helped liberate their home city, Thebes, 
and finally shattered the hold the Spartans had on the entirety of 
the Peloponnese. The Sacred Band was so successful in battle 
that they catapulted their hometown from an unassuming back-
water to a leading power in the region—above both Athens and 
Sparta—and led to the reshaping of the entire political balance 
of all of Greece around Theban hegemony.16 The group had an 
undefeated military record until their first (and last) defeat at 
the battle of Chaeronea in 338 B.C.E. against Philip of Mace-
don, father of Alexander the Great, after which the Band was 
disbanded.17 In total, an outstanding track record of 41 years of 
successive victories. 

So it worked! A now obscure and very underground band 
of soldiers, founded on a small hope and romantic ideal, was 
indeed one of the most impressive fighting forces in the ancient 
world. As it turns out, there was something to what Plutarch 
said: A friendship grounded on love wasn’t invincible, but it 
was just about. While the old adage that love conquers all isn’t 
exactly true, back in the day, it was at least strong enough to 
reshape all of Greece.
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ple, not just potential romantic partners, 
in public. 
 In chapter 5, “The Life of the 
Citizen,” Vātsyāyana details how one 
should act in public places like festivals, 
drinking parties, or picnics. He adds that 
men and women should drink beverages 
such as Madhu, Aireya, and Asawa to-
gether; he also adds that there are a few 
different categories of men who are able 
to interact with and court women.6 One 
is the Pithamarda man: a man who has 
no wealth, but is good at art and there-
fore able to impress women.7 Personally, 
this type of man reminds me of modern 
day indie band lead singers who use their 
singing skills to get with women. The 

next type of person is the Vita man, who 
is a man with wealth and charm.8 He is 
loved by the citizens and often has a wife 
of his own. This type of man is far more 
successful than the Pithamarda man, ac-
cording to Vātsyāyana. The Vita man is 
loved by all and seen as a strong figure in 
his society. Finally, there is the Vidushaka 
man, a man who is a jokester, using his 
humor and some skill with the arts to win 
the adoration of the public.9 
 Through India’s caste system, 
the different castes and their societal 
rankings come into play as well with 
people like the Vita men being higher in 
rank than the Pithamarda. Vātsyāyana 
goes into detail about how sex with wom-

en of a higher caste or women who have 
been “previously enjoyed by others” is 
strictly prohibited.10 But, if you want to 
have sex with a woman of a lower caste, 
a divorcée, or a women who was excom-
municated from her own caste, then that’s 
totally fine — so long as it’s only for plea-
sure with no emotional strings attached. 
There is some misogyny when it comes to 
Vātsyāyana’s writing, as women are cate-
gorized far more stringently than the men, 
and he holds women to a higher standard 
and deems their value to be only surface 
level. For example, he adds that wom-
en who are lepers, lunatics, liars, open-
ly sexual, very light skinned, very dark 
skinned, bad smelling, a friend, a relative 
(this one is understandable), secluded, or 
the wife of a friend or king are not to be 
slept with.11 Though men were only put 
into three categories, women are judged 
by their appearance, smell, skin color, and 
mental health. These differences between 
categorizing men and women may be due 
to the fact that Vātsyāyana’s assumed au-
dience was men pursuing women rather 
than vice versa. While there exist cate-
gories of men, they aren’t so much about 
their appearances as their societal stance.
The categories for women are to deter 
men from having sex with them, ignoring 
the personality, skill set, and their overall 
personhood. While this text is modern in 
its approach to romance, we can still see 
those ancient biases that affected relation-
ships. 
 But, the categorization doesn’t 
stop there! Men and women are also cat-
egorized by the size and appearance of 
their genitals.12 Men can be a bull, a hare, 
or a horse, all referring to the size of his 
penis.13 A bull has the largest penis, while 
a hare has the smallest. Women, on the 
other hand, are categorized by the depth 
of their vaginas. Women can be a deer, a 
mare, or an elephant.14 Interestingly, Vāt-
syāyana details who are, and are not, a 
good pairing based on their gential size. 
While a horse and an elephant are good 
together, a hare and an elephant are un-
equal and so they would need to find posi-
tions that work better for their size differ-
ence. If a man had a bull sized penis and 
got together with a woman with a deer 
sized vagina, that would be considered a 
high union, as he is larger than she is. On 
the other hand, a woman with an elephant 
sized vagina and a man with a hare penis 
being together would be considered a low 
union, as he is too small for her. It seems 

“While this text is modern in its 
approach to romance, we can still 
see those ancient biases that 
 affected relationships”

 Our society is fascinated by 
sex. It’s in our movies and our TV shows, 
and it’s all over social media. We are en-
tranced by sex, as though it were some-
thing foreign or exotic. But, sex is natu-
ral! It’s about trying out new things, as 
well as learning about yourself and your 
partner along the way; because at the end 
of the day, sex doesn’t come with a hand-
book. Or does it?
 In Western culture, people often 
assume that the infamous text the Kama 
Sutra is just that: a handbook for sex. 
Modern mentions of the Kama Sutra of-
ten reference how it illustrates and gives 
instructions for various sex positions. 
For example, Women’s Health maga-
zine published an article in 2021 listing 
off the best sex positions from the Kama 
Sutra to try.1 Examples included positions 
such as “69,” “Face Off,” and “Cham-
pagne Room.” The text has practically 
become synonymous with the word sex. 
They even sell copies in stores like Urban 
Outfitters. The actual text has shocking-
ly little mention of sex, though, whether 
that be penetrative or oral. But, before we 
delve into that, let’s start with a little his-
tory. 
 The Kama Sutra originates from 
North India, having originally been writ-
ten in Sanskrit around the third century 
C.E.2 The text is attributed to Vātsyāya-
na, a celibate Indian philosopher. Ironic, 
right? For reference, the Kama Sutra was 
written during the same century that Ar-
istotle was born! In the West, this text is 
generally known due to the British scholar 
and explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton’s 
translation. This idea of the Kama Sutra 
being all about sex may have arisen from 
the sexually repressed cultural context 
of Britain in the late 19th century, which 

was the setting for Burton’s famous trans-
lation. Due to the prevalence of Christian-
ity in Europe, many countries demonized 
sexual activity in their societies, leaving 
the Kama Sutra with a dirty reputation on 
account of its assertion that enjoyable sex 
is an important aspect of a relationship. 
In such repressed cultures, the text was 
cemented as a book fit only for deviants. 
 Nonetheless, the Kama Sutra 
is not just a guide to sex. It is a guide 
to love, relationships, meaningful con-
nections, and yes, sometimes also sex. 
Vātsyāyana often discusses sexual acts 
with regard to their importance in rela-
tionships. He begins by describing how 
one maintains their Dharma, Artha, and 
Kama, which are all cosmic laws in Hin-
duism.3 Dharma is virtue, Artha is world-
ly wealth, and Kama is sexual gratifica-
tion.4 These three principles are key in 
developing, beginning, and maintaining 
healthy relationships. At the same time, 
Vātsyāyana adds that all three of these 
need to be in balance. If one only attends 
to their Kama, they can become obsessed 

with sex and gratification, thus becoming 
a slave to their desires. Vātsyāyana adds 
that if one is to throw caution to the wind 
and let their Kama become unrestrained, 
it leads to unrestricted and unsuccessful 
intercourse. Fufilling relationships and 
fulfilling sex are only obtained through a 
balance of these three principles. Howev-
er, this entire text is not just how to have 
good sex; it also details step-by-step how 
to get a partner!
 In the chapter “On Courtship, 
and the Manifestation of the Feelings by 
Outward Signs and Deeds,” Vātsyāyana 
asserts that a man should get to know and 
create confidence, or trust, in a woman 
before carrying out sexual acts with her.5 
It continues that, if a man approaches a 
woman with forcefulness and desire for 
sex, the woman may develop a hatred 
for not only sex in general but also for 
men. These social cues and manners are 
an important aspect to note in creating a 
guidebook for practicing basic respect in 
a given culture. On top of that, there are 
rules to follow when interacting with peo-

Not Just Sex: 
Debunking 
The Kama Sutra’s 
Scandalous 
Reputation
Written by Cassidy Chapman
Design by Ella Edelstein

Romantic interaction akin to what is described in the Kama Sutra

An example of a sexual position described in the Kama Sutra
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In a society enraptured by the idea of 
reclaiming and reinventing sexuality, the 
practices and subculture of BDSM can 
be incredibly alluring. Even before such 
desires truly had a name, their evolution 
prior to and throughout contemporary 
America provides a rich foundation for a 
crucial element of modern culture. The term 
‘BDSM’ has a triple meaning: Bondage & 
Discipline, Domination & Submission, and 
Sadism & Masochism. The terms ‘sadism’ 
and ‘masochism’ were somewhat recently 
coined during the rise of psychoanalysis 
in the 1880s, although sexual historians 
agree that the corresponding behaviors have 
existed for far longer.1 Often combined 
into a singular term, sadomasochism refers 
to aspects of BDSM centered around the 
exchange of physical or emotional pain. 
Sadism describes sexual pleasure derived 
through the infliction of pain onto another 
consenting individual, often through de-
grading and/or humiliating acts. Its partner, 
masochism, describes sexual pleasure 

derived from receiving this pain or 
suffering.

“Sadism” finds its namesake 
in Comte Donatien Alphonse 
François de Sade, better known 

as the Marquis de Sade, who 
forever changed the world of 

erotica with the 1785 publication of Les 
120 Journées de Sodome (120 Days of 

Sodom).2 De Sade’s fantasy novels depict 
graphic sexual violence, namely involving 
the sexual pleasure of humiliation, quickly 
labelled as extremely controversial. It is 
important to note that concepts presented 
in de Sade’s works are not in accordance 
with modern BDSM standards of informed 
consent, even if they are sadistic in nature. 
Despite this, publications of the Marquis 
de Sade introduced many to the world of 
BDSM. Of a similar nature, “masochism” 
is derived from Austrian nobleman Leo-
pold von Sacher-Masoch, who published 
the revolutionary Venus im Pelz (Venus in 
Furs) in 1869.3 Venus im Pelz, a semi-auto-
biographical work, tells the story of a man 
who pleads with a woman to make him her 
slave, and follows their encounters as the 
woman becomes more cruel in her efforts to 
sexually please.

German psychologist Richard von Krafft-
Ebing published Psychopathia Sexualis 
in 1885, responsible for coining the terms 
“sadism” and “masochism.”4 Von Krafft-
Ebing described the two as facets of sexual 
disorders, where acts of cruelty and bodily 
punishment become sexually pleasurable. 
At this time, these “sexual anomalies” were 
understood to be distinct and somewhat 
unrelated, in which sadism describes the 
inflictor of such malice while masochism 
describes the individual ceding control to 
another. 5 Soon after, the infamous Sig-

“The Kama Sutra is not just a guide 
to sex. It is a guide to love, relation-
ships, meaningful connections, and 
yes, sometimes also sex.”

crazy for social expectations to be derived 
from the arbitrary measurement of genital 
size; nevertheless, the duration and type 
of orgasm that comes from this sexual re-
lationship is also considered. 
 Even today, it is a common 
theme and belief in sexual media that the 
longer a man can last without orgasm, the 
better he is at sex. In the same sense, Vāt-
syāyana writes that men who are “long-
timed” are more satisfactory for women. 
He adds, though, that he does not know 
exactly how satisfied a woman is, mak-
ing it seem as if he is just assuming that 
longer sex equals better sex. He says 
later that women do not emit when they 
climax, so the pleasure they feel is both 
indescribable and up for interpretation in-
stead.15 He builds on this by saying that 
women derive pleasure from desire, lust, 
or just the passion of the relationship or 
sex—not by the sensations of the act it-
self. Though sex is important, Vātsyāya-
na also discusses embracing, kissing, and 
other sensual acts that are not necessarily 
defined as intercourse. This displays that 
Vātsyāyana focuses on intimacy and the 
sensual relationship, not just sexual in-
tercourse itself. Truly, a majority of what 
Vātsyāyana describes is how to navigate 
love and the body in both a sexual and 
non-sexual manner. With chapters about 
acquiring a lover, marriage, or shoo-
ing away an unwanted love interest, the 
book is about all aspects of love! While 
it does mention and cover sex, intimacy, 
and genitals, it also talks about all of the 
social aspects of these romantic relation-
ships. 
 Though we love to talk about 
the explicit nature of the Kama Sutra, I 
feel that it is also important to acknowl-
edge the sophisticated account of love 
that it provides. Though there are many 
concepts that have made their way into 
current day sex culture, such as the belief 
that long sex equals good sex, there are 
also ideas that have been left in the past. 
While there are misogynistic concepts 
present, the text is an interesting guide to 
how love and romance functioned during 
its time period. 

NOTES
1 Siclait, Aryelle. “You Don’t Have to Be an Acrobat to Bang out These Sexy Kama Sutra 
Moves.” Women’s Health. Women’s Health, 2021. 

2 Kama Sutra.” Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com, 2021
    
3 - 15 Vātsyāyana, and Richard Francis Burton. The Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana: The Original 
Classic Edition. Dayboro, Australia: Emereo Pub., 2012. 

Krishna and Radha - The combined forms of the feminine and masculine of 
God in Hinduism.
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steadily enter the mainstream through 
photographer Irving Klaw, who pro-
duced commercial sexploitation film 
and photography as well as fetish com-
ics—called “chapter serials”—by the 
iconic John Willie and Eric Stanton.12 

Klaw’s most famous “Bizarre” model, 
Bettie Page, became one of the first 
successful models in fetish photogra-
phy of American mainstream culture. 
Known as both the Queen of BDSM 
and the Queen of the Pinups, Page 
sported jet black mid-length hair, 
trademark bangs, and a bold red lip, all 
of which are the most iconic traits of 
pinup culture today.13 She was power-
ful, yet properly innocent with a pretty 
smile. Page’s erotic photos were often 
accompanied by elements of bondage 
and restraint (in which she played both 
the dominatrix and the submissive). 
Irving Klaw’s damsel-in-distress pin-up 
photos of Bettie Page became more 
popular, and BDSM began to make 
appearances outside of counterculture 
in the 1940s.14 These photos represent-
ed the beginning of relaxed censorship, 
inspiring generations of women to be-
gin to embrace their femininity as well 
as their sexuality in both dominant and 
submissive respects. Through Bettie 

Page, BDSM slowly broke free from 
the underground scene and entered into 
its identity as an artistic movement.      

Much of contemporary BDSM culture 
finds its roots in the gay male leather 
community, which is part of a larger 
leather subculture that grew out of the 
post-World War II atmosphere. By the 
1950s, the concept of “Gay Leather” 
was fully developed and highly influ-
enced by the emerging biker culture. 
“Leather,” a predominantly gay male 
term referring to one particular fetish, 
and BDSM are often seen as two parts 
of one whole. Members of the gay male 
leather community may wear leather 
themselves, or be primarily attracted 
to men wearing it. The group was born 
from soldiers returning home after 
World War II, a setting where count-
less homosexual men and women had 
tasted life among possibly homosexual 
peers.15 Underground leather culture 
thrived in major cities where gay com-
munities sprang up post-war, such as 
New York, Chicago, and San Francisco. 
They formed leather clubs, bike clubs, 
and other gathering places for people 
with similar desires in a period now 
considered to be the genesis of the gay 
male leather community.

mund Freud began to analyze sadomas-
ochism as a consequence of the repres-
sion of one’s subconscious, arising from 
pent-up violent energy.6 Kraft-Ebbing 
and Freud defined the pair as separate 
entities oftenn a basis of biological sex, 
describing sadism as a perversion most 
common in women, and masochism as 
one most common in men.7 However, in 
1929, British psychologist and founder 
of sexology Havelock Ellis finished his 
seven-volume Studies in the Psychol-
ogy of Sex, in which he refuted both 
Freud and Krafft-Ebing.8 Ellis argued 
that there was little distinction between 
sadism and masochism, regardless of 
biological sex, and that the two instead 
should be considered as complementa-
ry emotional states. Thus, the modern 
conception of S&M was created, with 
the notion that sadomasochists use pain 
as a tool to create pleasure, and violence 
as a pathway to love. 

BDSM ideas and imagery have long ex-
isted on the fringes of Western culture, 
but they truly came into the sun in the 
20th century. Germany after World War 
I was a place in need of vitality, and the 
new generation worked to liberate them-
selves of their frustrations by creating 
various clubs and cabarets to express 
their sexual desires. These gathering 
places were, of course, destroyed by the 
wave of fascism, despite the multi-
tudes of fascist youth and officers often 
frequenting them. Hitler worked to pros-
ecute and decimate sexual freedoms, but 
he was unsuccessful in killing them. In 
response, the world of BDSM simply 
went underground.

It wasn’t until the years following World 
War II that the world of BDSM experi-
enced the birth of the leather communi-
ty, and the beginnings of a gay subcul-
ture. The war became romanticized by 
those who had fought in it, as men over-
seas experienced a camaraderie and 

fraternity unable to be found at home. 
Some enjoyed the hierarchy too much to 
properly re-enter their old lives, finding 
themselves craving commands from a 
superior officer or the thrill of pushing 
around a subordinate. Men who found 
the conditions of ‘normal’ life at home 
too unbearable eventually branched out 
on their own, founding both heterosexu-
al and gay fetish clubs.9    

Early 20th century industrialism greatly 
influenced sexual preferences, predom-
inantly sadomasochism, by providing 
new materials to incorporate into the 
bedroom or into the clubs. Metal and 
leather began to be popularly used in 
costumes and pleasure toys during the 
1920s and 1930s by both heterosexual 
and homosexual individuals.10 Growing 
in popularity in part due to work by pho-
tographer John Willie in sex magazines 
in the ‘40s and ‘50s, the contemporary 
image of BDSM emerged: gleaming 
black leather, high heels, 
latex dresses, corsets, 
and the binding of 
limbs with rope.11 
Women were 
depicted in the 
famed Bizarre 
magazine in tall 
leather heels, their 
hands similarly 
bound 
in 
leather, 
being 
sexually 
beaten or 
struggling 
with their 
restraints. 
BDSM 
subculture 
began 
to 
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ingly affiliated with the American 
gay community, and, BDSM culture 
garnered a reputation as more extreme 
forms of sadomasochistic behavior 
emerged within the underground leather 
community.

 In 1978, a group of lesbian 
feminists in San Francisco, including 
writer Pat Califia, founded Samois, an 
organization that drew national atten-
tion for their sexually explicit BDSM 
manuals.21 With the publication of 
“Coming to Power,” their work led to 
a greater knowledge and acceptance 
of BDSM in the lesbian community. 
Samois soon became the inspiration for 
a number of BDSM organizations gain-
ing popularity in the early 1980s. At 
this time, leatherwomen lesbians joined 
leathermen as a recognizable element 
of the leather community. 

 The first AIDS cases in the 
United States were reported in June of 
1981.22 This cataclysmic event sparked 
widespread fear in the gay communi-
ty as well as a surge of homophobia. 
Providing an alternative to actual 
intercourse, the rise of BDSM coincid-
ed with the spread of AIDS, as it was 
believed such practices would reduce 
risk of disease. The 1980s and ‘90s thus 
saw BDSM culture shift even more into 
the mainstream, with leather communi-
ties of gay men and women no longer 
underground, but playing an important 

role in the kink community. MTV 
music videos featured artists like the 
Eurythmics and Nine Inch Nails, who 
employed fetish imagery and BDSM 
themes in their respective looks. Main-
stream films portrayed BDSM practic-
es, such as the erotic American thriller 
“Body of Evidence” (1993) which 
centered around characters played by 
Madonna and Willem Dafoe caught in a 
torrid and kinky affair.23 

 In our modern day, most 
suppliers of sex toys offer items which 
were originally used in BDSM subcul-
ture. Handcuffs, leather garments, and 
even small heart-shaped paddles can 
be found in catalogs aiming at vanilla 
target groups. The once-rigid roles that 
BDSM once employed have loosened, 
allowing for individuals to experience 
a variety of erotic practices free from 
judgement. The community and subcul-
ture are usually dependent on the ideas 
of self-identification and shared expe-
rience, meaning that interest in BDSM 
can range from a one-night tryst to a 
lifestyle. Focused on the importance of 
explicit consent and communication, 
the contemporary world of BDSM is 
perhaps more readily available than it 
has ever been. Negative stigmas that 
once surrounded the community have 
fallen and continue to fall away, leaving 
dungeon doors open for those eager to 
step inside.

Contests such as the Mr. Leather Contest and Mr. 
Drummer Contest were established relatively 
early, and magazines like “Physique Pictorial” 
popularized images of the homoerotic male form.16 
Photos portrayed men posing in thongs, but per-
forming actions that were overtly masculine, such 
as wrestling, riding bikes, or roughhousing. This 
particular magazine ran artwork done by Tom of 
Finland (Touko Valio Laaksonen), an artist who 
had served in World War II. Inspired by his time 
fighting in Russia, his work heavily fetishized 
men in uniform. In fact, Nazi photographs 
made up much of his work, which had been 
touched up to be sexualized as a method of 
romanticizing the stereotypical hyper-mascu-
line image.17 

Although American culture was by no 
means a stranger to homoerotic images, 
media in the early 20th century often 
portrayed gay men as limp-wristed, 
hyper-hygenic, and brattily sassy. 
Tom of Finland created an opposing 
look and identity of gay BDSM 
culture in the form of strong, 
powerful, self-assured men. The 
Gay Rights Movement, so linked to 
Stonewall, began with a drawing of a 
leather-clad officer on the pages of 
Physique Pictorial.18 Using leather 
as a symbol of masculinity, his 
work alongside the Gay Leather 
Movement countered assumptions 
about effeminate behavior, and 
brought connotations of masculin-
ity and aggressive sexuality of 
black leather into contemporary 
fetish forms. Tom of Finland’s 
artwork revolutionized both gay 
culture and the art world, ush-
ering in the era of mainstream 
BDSM. 

Helmut Newton and Robert Map-
plethorpe became prominent names 
in modern photography through their 
increasing use of BDSM-related imagery.19 
Mapplethorpe’s most controversial photos, 
taken in the underground BDSM scene of 
New York, put on display the intense homo-
eroticism of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s. Many 
members of BDSM communities were attracted to 
extreme forms of expressing sexuality, especially 
in the years before the AIDS crisis. This element 
of subculture was epitomized by Larry Townsend’s 
The Leatherman’s Handbook, published in 1972, 

which described in great detail the practices and 
culture of gay male sadomasochists of the time.20 
BDSM arose as part of a larger gay male culture, 
strongly tied in with leather and biker motifs, 
creating an “old guard” culture with formal rules 
and fixed roles. Sado-
masochism 
became 
increas-
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Introduction
 John Ehrlichman – the man who 
co-conspired with the disgraced President 
Nixon in the Watergate scandal and other 
crimes – was tracked down by a journalist 
for The Harper magazine to an engineer-
ing firm in Atlanta. Former presidential 
aide John Ehrlichman had grown signifi-
cantly in both weight and facial hair since 
his time in the White House, reminiscent 
of a depressed Mall Santa. The journal-
ist began his interrogation for his book 
concerning the War on Drugs, but Ehrli-
chman had only one response to give. 
 “You want to know what this 
was really all about? The Nixon campaign 
in 1968, and the Nixon White House af-
ter that, had two enemies: the antiwar left 
and black people. You understand what 
I’m saying? We knew we couldn’t make 
it illegal to be either against the war or 
black, but by getting the public to associ-
ate the hippies with marijuana and blacks 
with heroin, and then criminalizing both 
heavily, we could disrupt those commu-
nities. We could arrest their leaders, raid 
their homes, break up their meetings, and 
vilify them night after night on the eve-
ning news. Did we know we were lying 
about the drugs? Of course we did.”1

 If this is your first time hear-
ing this quote, welcome to the shitshow 
that is America’s drug policies. The most 
dangerous thing peddled during the War 
on Drugs was not any kind of physical-
ly addicting, stimulating, or enhancing 
substance. The most dangerous good sold 
was that of narrative — the narrative that 

stereotyped drug usage, the narrative that 
the US fought against drugs for noble 
causes, and the narrative that cutting so 
many other narratives short was somehow 
justified. These were false fables that fur-
thered the goals of white supremacy that 
must be combatted. To do so we focus on 
a single criminal’s quote, his story, and its 
connections to the overarching chronicle 
of this war for white supremacy.

Ehrlichman’s Origins
 Ehrlichman’s story begins be-
fore him, when his grandfather immigrat-
ed from Austria to Seattle. Devout both 
to his faith and his work, Ehrlichman’s 
grandfather founded the city’s first Ortho-
dox Jewish congregations and became a 
pioneering merchant for the concluding 
outpost of the Oregon Trail. Despite his 
grandfather’s lifelong religious commit-
ment, Ehrlichman’s grandmother, her 
children, and his family would all end 
up becoming Christian Scientists. Ehrli-
chman would be devout in his denial of 
his religious heritage. This included when 
he joined his chapter of the Kappa Sigma 
fraternity at UCLA, which did not allow 
Jewish people at the time, and much lat-
er in his life when while in the hot seat 
for Watergate, his hometown newspaper 
would publish an article about his father 
and uncle being “synagogue-going Jews.” 
Ehrlichman snapped at the reporter when 
he was questioned about it, threatening to 
sue before he regained his composure. He 
was prouder of his Eagle Scout distinc-
tion than his Jewish heritage.2 It seems 

Ehrlichman’s embrace of his whiteness 
would prove to be needed for the progres-
sion of his life. 

“...associate the hippies 
with marijuana and blacks 

with heroin…”

 This avoidance to being labeled 
an ethnic minority was understandable. 
The decades prior had seen the creation 
of anti-opium laws directed at Chinese 
Americans, anti-marijuana laws directed 
at Mexican Americans, and anti-cocaine 
laws directed at Black Americans.3 These 
three major groups were noted for having 
the most menial, thankless labor pushed 
onto them. Anti-Chinese sentiment was 
directly legalized in the late 19th centu-
ry through legislation like the Chinese 
Exclusion Act. This was perhaps not the 
best show of gratitude from the American 
government, considering Chinese mi-
grants had given substantial contributions 
to the American workforce such as the 
Transcontinental Railroad, major mining 
operations, and facilitating Chinese trade 
that had been a part of history since colo-
nial America.4 Nevertheless, the specific 
laws passed targeting these communities 
were not the first of their kind. This leg-
islation came after a whole slew of laws 
that would discriminate against these 
groups without explicitly saying so. For 
example, legislation was passed outlaw-
ing the usage of poles used to carry bas-
kets, men wearing long braids — a Chi-
nese custom — and, as was mentioned 
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before, the use of opium.5 That last part 
is especially sinister when it’s considered 
that China and the Chinese population’s 
role in opium addiction was dictated by 
British colonialism, another vehicle for 
white supremacy.6 
 This kind of legislation gives 
us telling examples of legislation used 
to target working-class minority groups. 
Latine farm laborers made vast contribu-
tions to agricultural labor during WWII.7 
While American residents fought in the 
war, the bracero program employed la-
borers from Mexico to work farms be-
cause the original farmers were fighting 
in the war. When their provision of labor 
persisted after the war and many stayed 
in the US to preserve their new lives, 
the aforementioned legislation hit them.8 
And of course, Black Americans who had 
been emancipated from slavery not even 
a century ago were targeted again. More 
explicitly racist legislation like Jim Crow 
laws would be enacted later, but in the 
early 20th century, drug policy was used 
as a first line of offense against communi-
ties of color. This conflict would escalate 
through the decades as legislation became 
more explicitly targeted. The civil rights 

movement would combat Congress. 
They famously used Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s nonviolent tactics to force sub-
mission.9 Thus, the assault on minority 
groups would fade until it could be reig-
nited and rebranded as the War on Drugs, 
which rose to power with Nixon & Ehrli-
chman.

Ehrlichman’s Rise
 Ehrlichman’s life after a year of 
college took a drastic turn when he enlist-
ed in the army for WWII. He would gain 
the reward of Distinguished Flying Cross 
after losing his father to a maintenance 
trip plane crash. Graduating from Stan-
ford Law after UCLA, his career would 
be relatively uninteresting as a land-use 
lawyer until his political involvement 
began. A few stints on Richard Nixon’s 
unsuccessful political campaigns led him 
to the position of White House Counsel 
when Nixon finally succeeded in taking 
the presidency. This position transformed 
him into a vital narrative pusher. Ehrli-
chman formed and oversaw the “plumb-
ers” — a group of criminals formed for 
the express purpose of preventing unsa-
vory information getting out about the 

president — who would burglarize a psy-
chiatrist’s office in 1971. Why? To target 
the psychiatrist’s client – the scientist that 
released the Pentagon Papers in 1971.10 
This was the same year Nixon issued his 
declaration of war “on drugs” — the very 
conflict whose title and nature we have 
been disputing in this article.11 

“...vilify them night after 
night on the evening news.”

 
 Part of selling the narrative that 
a war had to be fought was demonizing 
the minority groups it targeted. The epit-
ome of this was the myth of the “Negro 
Cocaine Fiend.” The term was first coined 
in 1914, appearing in The New York Times 
in an article by a licensed physician as his 
description of a Black individual under 
the influence of cocaine. The doctor de-
scribed the individual as having homicid-
al urges, pinpoint shooting accuracy, and 
resistance to fatal wounds all at the same 
time. While we know such a description 
to be ridiculous today, this narrative was 
used to exaggerate violent crimes and the 
use of cocaine by Black Americans, and 
was then used to justify passing the first 

“Part of sell-
ing the narrative 
that a war had to 
be fought was de-
monizing the mi-
nority groups it 
targeted.”

John Ehrlichman
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“...disrupt their communities…”

 The impact the “War on Drugs” 
had still reverberates through communi-
ties of color to this day. Families, orga-
nizations, communities — all splintered 
across the legal system — all from racist 
rhetoric that evolved into legislation, im-
pacting the lives of millions. US policy 
on drugs and its criminalization would 
only get stricter as the Oval Office was 
occupied by Bush, then Clinton, then 
Bush again. Focuses on rehabilitation 
over punitive justice would arise during 
the Obama administration, though some 
of this work was rolled back as the “law 
and order” President Trump took office.21 
But now? We see many media outlets 
declare that the “War on Drugs” has end-
ed, declaring drugs the winner and the 
American people and/or government the 
losers. The toll? There are now 2.3 mil-
lion people incarcerated within the Unit-
ed States with 1 in 5 of those sentences 
being drug-related.22 One quarter of the 
world’s incarcerated population is in 
American prisons.23 The deaths totaled in 
this “war” add up so high that summing 
up the number of those whose stories end-
ed from drug-related violence, overdoses, 
and policing starts numbing you to the 
sheer mass of the statistics — skirmishes 
starting as white supremacist stories were 
elevated into a globally-reaching conflict 
that seems to work against the goals of 
anyone it was said to protect. The com-
munities that were meant to be made safer 
by these policies find themselves torn. A 
war implies somewhat equal sides. The 
American government going on the of-
fensive against its own citizens for the 
purpose of racial oppression and mass in-
carceration was never a war — it was and 
is subjugation, all for the sake of white 
supremacy.

Conclusion
 As I conclude the article of this 
single man’s story and its relations to 
many others, I’m reminded of a TED Talk 
over a decade ago given by Chimamda 
Ngozi Adichie — “The danger of a sin-
gle story,” a speech discussing the or-
igin of racial stereotypes based on such 
“single stories.” The “single stories” in 
question are the reductive and racist par-
ables detailing the destitution of foreign 
populations that contribute to xenophobic 
and racist stereotypes. Such stories were 
sold en masse during this war. In the end, 

does reversing this single story undo the 
damage that so many single stories have 
told? I hate that I can only tell you Ehrli-
chman’s story and wish I could tell you 
the story of the people who fought all 
their lives to change the narrative of the 
War on Drugs, those who fought against 
its unfair legislation. But would you have 
listened if those stories existed? The peo-
ple that need to hear these stories the most 
would rather hear the single tragedy of a 
political traitor than the countless trage-
dies of political tools. 
 Ultimately, it’s the words of 
someone who helped fuel the story that 
redefined its narrative – someone that no 
one could deny the truth of. John Ehrli-
chman was a progressive in the White 
House who fought for indigenous sover-
eignty, affirmative action, workers’ rights, 
environmental protections, and then his 
own public image over the rest of his life 
as the crimes of the Nixon administration 
were steadily exposed, beginning with 
Watergate and ending with the War. Does 
adding those layers to this story undo the 
damage that all the stories before it did? I 
don’t know. Tell someone a story, maybe 
this story, and they can tell someone else. 
The research done to write this article is 
filled with so many stories that only had 
their surfaces scratched. Take these sto-
ries in too. Listen to the stories closest 
to those affected. Maybe then we’ll have 
enough to reverse this damage, enough to 
enact substantive change. Perhaps then 
the stories lost in this war will receive the 
endings they deserve.

NOTES
1 Baum, Dan. “Legalize It All.” Magazine Article. Apr. 2016. 
2 Rather, Dan & Gates, Gary Paul. “The Palace Guard”. Book. 1974.
3, 16, 21 Drug Policy Alliance. “A History of the Drug War”. Website. n.d.
4 Boom California. “Chinese Workers and the Transcontinental Railroad.” Website Article. 26 Apr. 2020.
5 The Library of Congress. “Legislative Harassment.” Website. N.d.
6 Hayes, Jack Patrick. “The Opium Wars in China.” Website. N.d.
7 “Latine” is being used here in lieu of “Latino” or “Latinx” with the former being unnecessarily gendered the 
latter as unnecessarily American.
8 UCLA Labor Center. “The Bracero Program.” Website. N.d.
9 Anti-Defamation League. “Civil Rights Movement.” Website. N.d.
10, 18, 20, 25  Tate, Cassandra. “Ehrlichman, John D. (1925-1999).” Website Article. Aug. 2006.
11 CJN. “Nixon’s War on Drugs, Declared 50 Years Ago, Never Stopped.” Website Article. 21 Jul. 2021.
12, 17 Hart, Carl L. “How the Myth of the ‘Negro Cocaine Fiend’ Helped Shape American Drug Policy.” Magazine 
Article. 29 Jan. 2014.
13 Head, Tom. “A Short History of the War on Drugs.” Website Article. 
14 Simkin, John. “John Ehrlichman.” Website Article. Jan. 2020.
15 United States Sentencing Commission. “An Overview of Mandatory Minimum Penalties in the Federal Crim-
inal Justice System.” Journal Article. 2017.
19 Saturday Morning Deseret News. “Viewers had chilly response to Ehrlichman ice cream ads.” Newspaper 
Article. 16 May 1987.
22 Drug Policy Alliance. “Drug War Statistics.” Website. N.d.
23 Statista. “Topic: Prisoners in the United States.” Website. N.d.
24 Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi. “The danger of a single story.” Digital Video. Jul. 2009.

“We knew we 
couldn’t make 
it illegal 
to be either 
against the 
war or black, 
but by 
getting the 
public to 
associate the 
hippies with 
marijuana and 
blacks with 
heroin, and 
then 
criminalizing 
both 
heavily, we 
could disrupt 
those 
communities.”

of American legislation against narcotics. 
Stories like this would stereotype minori-
ty groups’ behavior by their drug use, al-
lowing the government to use legislation 
against the drugs in order to strengthen 
their subjugation. This would persist as 
more legislation was passed, though en-
forcement would mainly be on local and 
state levels.12 Nixon would later change 
this method of enforcement dramatically 
when he put federal backing and escalated 
this conflict to his own “War on Drugs.”13 

Ehrlichman’s Imprisonment
 The plumbers would also be in-
volved in a little incident known as Wa-
tergate, where they were caught on their 
way to repair surveillance devices planted 
to spy on Democrats. While Nixon was 
able to get a pardon from his successor 
to avoid most of the punishment, the re-
signed president ignored Ehrlichman’s 
appeals for one. Ehrlichman, who had 
been responsible for the Watergate crimes 
and cover-up since the beginning, was 
indicted in trial on charges of obstruction 
of justice and conspiracy. In addition to 
this, he would later be indicted for his role 
in the Pentagon Papers case, adding four 
more charges: three counts of perjury and 
one of conspiracy. Ehrlichman was sen-
tenced to twenty months in prison from 
these charges. His final conviction was 
on four felony counts in the Watergate 
trial that included perjury, obstruction of 
justice, and conspiracy. His sentence for 
the greatest political scandal in American 
history? Two to eight years, of which he 
only served eighteen months before being 
released.14 

“...arrest their leaders, 
raid their homes, break up 

their meetings…”

 While Ehrlichman served not 
even two years in prison, drug offend-
ers would find themselves sentenced for 
potentially decades more. This was due 
to the practice of mandatory minimum 
sentencing, first introduced to the judi-
cial system in the ‘50s. Prison sentences 
for certain drug charges would be legal-
ly mandated to be a minimum amount of 
years, the length varying with the type of 
the drug. While Nixon’s administration 
eased from the one to two to ten-year 
mandatory minimums used for drug use 
and trafficking convictions, around a de-
cade later mandatory sentencing would 

range from five years to life based on that 
aforementioned perceived severity of the 
drug.15 
 Of course, the first step to im-
prisonment was the arrest of those who 
found themselves using drugs. At this 
point in time — during Ronald Reagan’s 
presidency — we see one of the most infa-
mous and telling examples of how dispro-
portionately anti-drug legislation affected 
communities of color. Crack cocaine, the 
rock form of the cocaine drug we touched 
on earlier, made its first appearance in 
the early ‘80s and became a destabilizing 
factor of Black communities. Mass ar-
rests and hysteria were generated from its 
use, with the focus on getting addicts and 
traffickers into prisons. Invasive methods 
to increase arrests like no-knock warrants 
had been employed since the Nixon ad-
ministration and their use increased as 
crack-related crimes went up.16 Congress 
passed legislation that, for the first time 
in drug policy history, would create man-
datory minimums based on the amount of 
substance that one possessed or distrib-
uted. Five grams of crack would be five 
years of federal prison, while 500 grams 
of powder cocaine would get the same 
amount. The drastic difference between 
the two substances that justified this? Vir-
tually nothing. There was little scientific 

evidence illustrating that one form was 
more severe than the other. However, 
there was bias. Powder cocaine was con-
sidered a refined substance for its white 
users. On the other hand, crack fed into 
that aforementioned “Cocaine Fiend” 
myth, which allowed legislators, law en-
forcement, and the long arm of the law 
to ignore white offenders and dispropor-
tionately overreach into the lives of Black 
America to disproportionately imprison 
their ranks.17

Ehrlichman’s Fall
 Historians note that everything 
Ehrlichman did following Watergate 
would be forever in the shadow of the 
greatest political scandal in US history. 
However, he made his own light from in-
side this shadow: he held several different 
odd jobs, published multiple books, and 
had his artwork featured in a gallery ex-
hibition.18 He was even featured in an ice 
cream commercial that put together “un-
believable speakers for an unbelievable 
product.”19 Finally, he worked at an en-
gineering firm five years before his death 
and when he gave the quote that started 
this article. He passed in 1999, around 
two decades away from what the “War on 
Drugs” would become in modernity.20

“While Ehrlichman served not 
even two years in prison, drug 
offenders would find themselves 
sentenced for decades more.”
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tific method. He prided himself on always being 
the first to try newly developed compounds, in-
cluding the highly lethal nerve agent VX. Not all 
the chemicals he tested, however, were quite so 
dangerous. As much as Sim was dedicated to the 
pursuit of science, he was also dedicated to the 
pursuit of a good time. Some of the drugs he sam-
pled, many repeatedly, included LSD, shrooms, 
and Red Oil — a type of extremely potent su-
per-weed synthesised at Edgewood, with effects 
known to last multiple days. James Ketchum, 
who worked under Sim, recalls a night that Sim 
checked in on an experiment he was running. He 
asked after Ketchum’s progress and how he was 
doing. Notably, however, he was wearing noth-
ing but underwear from the waist down. I get the 
impression that working at Edgewood was much 
like working in customer service — it’s a good 
day if your supervisor is only high on one drug.

Even when not “zonked” on drugs, Sim’s day to 
day work itself was hardly mundane.4 In 1956, he 
began to study the effects of LSD on soldiers who 
volunteered for assignments at the facility. De-
spite triggering potentially permanent psychosis 
in some participants, Sim thought the results were 
promising. By 1957, Sim was convinced of the 
drug’s potential for practical application in inter-
rogations. But there was one complication — Sim 
worried that pesky rules like “informed consent” 
would render the results useless. He feared that 
data from knowing recipients who might be able 
to anticipate and combat the effects of the drugs 
would not provide the proof of concept needed 
to sell the government on his plan. After all, in 
an interrogation, the prisoners would be covertly 
dosed, and that couldn’t be recreated safely in a 
lab.

Well, much to the misfortune of army recruits who 
ended up at Edgewood, Sim’s reckless abandon 
in taking drugs was also mirrored in how he gave 
them to others. In 1958, for example, volunteers 
were told they would be participating in a three 
day drug trial. On the first day, the soldiers were 

brought to Edgewood and un-
derwent a va-

riety 

of physical and psychological tests to assess their 
fitness for the program. In the evening, they were 
invited to a cocktail party to unwind. Before too 
long, one of the Arsenal’s officers began shouting 
and acting erratically, and well, sometimes that’s 
just how the night goes. But when one by one, 
person after person began to exhibit unexplain-
able symptoms, the volunteers began to suspect 
something more serious than just a bad party 
vibe. Before long, it was unmistakable: they 
had all been drugged. The volunteers were then 
separated and put through questioning, some-
thing that has never happened to me even at the 
shittiest of frat parties I’ve crashed.5 Only years 
later did they find out it was LSD that had been 
slipped into their drinks that evening. 

Though flashier than most, the methodology 
demonstrated at the cocktail party was not unu-
sual. Subjects routinely were not warned of the 
effects of drugs, or even that they were being 
drugged at all. And Sim’s exploits weren’t lim-
ited to just the soldiers he requisitioned for test-
ing, either. On one occasion, presumably after 
significant confusion, a commanding officer at 
the Arsenal came to realise that his morning cof-
fee had been laced with LSD. As you can likely 
imagine, this caused some tension in the work-
place. Things finally reached a boiling point in 
1959 when Sim was stripped of his role as the 
leader of the MRVP and of his authority over 
volunteers. He was instead given the title of 
chief scientist before heading to Europe in 1961 
to field test the use of LSD in real interroga-
tions.6 

Leadership of the MRVP 
was transferred to 
Colonel Doug-

Dr. Van Murray Sim at 
the  Arsenal, 1959

the edgewood arse
na

l

Have you ever gotten too high 
in Maryland? If so, you have something in com-
mon with me, as well as over 7000 US soldiers 
deployed to the Edgewood Arsenal between 1956 
and 1975.1 Located in the Aberdeen Proving 
Ground of Harford County, Edgewood first opened 
its doors in 1917, eager to learn more about what 
was then seen as the future of warfare — poison 
gas. The aim of the facility was to research and 
manufacture chemical agents, namely mustard 
gas, along with chloropicrin and phosgene, which 
were being unleashed to devastating effect on the 
Western Front. Almost as soon as work began, 
Edgewood gained a distinct reputation. In 1918, a 
private wrote of the facility, “Everyone we talked 
to on the way out here said we were coming to 
the place God forgot. They tell tales of men being 
gassed and burned.”2 

Following the conclusion of the Second World 
War, reports of new chemical weapons developed 
by Nazi scientists, far deadlier than anything in 
Edgewood’s catalogue, emerged from Germa-
ny. Fresh from the horrors of WWII, there was a 
feeling among military minds that future chemical 
warfare was inevitable. With a sense of urgency dif-
ficult to understand today, the emergent superpow-
ers raced to replicate the so-called nerve agents — 
sarin, tabun, and soman. Whilst the Soviet Union 
covertly dismantled a nerve gas plant and slipped 
the technology back behind the Iron Curtain, the 

A m e r i c a n s 
went straight 

for the source. They 
took formulae —  and, 

in many cases, the Nazi sci-
entists who created them —  to 

the Edgewood Arsenal, where re-
search resumed with renewed vigour. As 

tests progressed however, scientists began to no-
tice something unexpected. In addition to severely 
poisoning subjects, the gas also left men with dis-
tinct cognitive side effects. Men would first feel 
elated, then debilitatingly anxious. Others had 
trouble sleeping, developed nightmares, and sunk 
into depression.3 

In response, a classified report was published in 
1949 by Wilson Greene, Edgewood’s scientific 
director. In it, he put forward his vision — a war 
without killing. He called it ‘psychochemical war-
fare’. The idea was simple. If chemicals could be 
synthesised to produce the same debilitating psy-
chological effects as nerve gas without the lethal-
ity, enemy forces could be incapacitated, leaving 
behind neither death nor destruction. The Army 
loved it. In 1956, they hired one Dr. Van Murray 
Sim to found the Medical Research Volunteer Pro-
gram (MRVP), formulate these psychochemicals, 
and systematically document their effects. 

Dr. Van Murray Sim quickly developed a repu-
tation for everything you would not want a man 
administering highly lethal drugs to human test 
subjects to be known for. Chief among these 
was his well known Demerol (read: opi-
oid) addiction. He was also known 
to run what might generously be 
called self-experiments, if your 
definition of an experiment 
does not require the ap-
plication of the scien-
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serve 
the rest 
of their 
contract some-
where else in the Army. 
No follow-up was done after 
they departed, despite next to noth-
ing being known about the long term physi-
cal or psychological effects of the drugs.

To this day, Ketchum remains convinced that the 
human cost was worth the scientific gain — but 
what scientific gain? Following a large-scale trial 
of aerosol BZ on Dugway Proving Ground in No-
vember 1964, the army became disenchanted with 
Ketchum’s work. Humorously nicknamed Project 
DORK by one of Ketchum’s superiors, the trial 
used amounts of BZ large enough to nearly de-
plete the Arsenal’s entire supply just to incapaci-
tate eight men running in place. Furthermore, the 
test had to be performed before dawn, or else the 
temperature differential between the air and the 
ground would cause the cloud to drift away.10 The 
trial had only proven one thing —  the impossi-
bility of deploying BZ in a combat scenario. All 
of Ketchum’s following proposals for large scale 
tests were denied.

Like much work done during the 50s and 60s, re-

search 
at the Ar-
senal was 
largely pro-
pelled by 
intelligence 
suggesting 
the USSR 
had already 
d e v e l o p e d 
similar psy-
c h o c h e m i c a l 
weapons. In reali-
ty, Soviet scientists now 
admit to only doing similar 
research because they knew about 
Edgewood, despite knowing early on 
there was most likely no practical military 
application. And, even if any of the drugs were 
combat ready, how exactly would they be more 

“Everyone we talked to on the 
way out here said we were com-
ing to the place God forgot. 
They tell tales of men being 
gassed and burned”

-anonymous soldier, WW1

las Lindsey following Sim’s reassignment. Though 
he had a slightly stronger grasp of basic scientific 
ethics and, as far as I know, was not addicted to 
any drugs, I would be hesitant to describe Lindsey 
as a well-adjusted individual. Known for using a 
cane made from a human fibula and jumping out 
of second-floor windows for fun, one could po-
litely say he had a flair for the dramatic. At the 
very least, Lindsey saw what Sim could not: LSD 
would not be a practical psychochemical weapon. 
Research was shifted to focus on the compound 
BZ, a powerful incapacitating agent known for its 
ability to produce delirium, hallucinations, and 
other cognitive disfunctions so severe the user 
could no longer perform basic tasks. 

Leadership of this new project was passed to 
Colonel James S. Ketchum. Ketchum was a psy-
chiatrist educated at Dartmouth, Columbia, and 
Cornell. Despite his dependence on Dexedrine, an 
amphetamine which he took three times a day his 
whole life, Ketchum did not particularly excel in 
university or beyond. Broke and out of work, he 
decided to join the Army as a last ditch effort for 
employment. He was sent to Walter Reed Army 
Institute of Research, an assignment unsatisfying 
for both him and his patients there. Two years lat-
er, he asked to be moved to psychiatric research. 

At the same time, experiments at 
Edgewood were be-

g i n -

if they 
ever ex-
isted in 
the first 
place. He 
made it his 
intention to 
s y s t e m i s e 
the program. 
And, though 
s y s t e m i s e d 
they were, the 
e x p e r i m e n t s 
Ketchum ran 
with BZ were 
certainly no less 
inventive than Sim’s 
initiatives. In one notable 
example, a Hollywood-style set 
was constructed to simulate a communica-
tions outpost. Four men were locked inside for 3 
days, dosed with varying amounts of BZ, from 
a placebo pill to a dose guaranteed to induce se-
vere delirium. They were put through simulated 
gas attacks, sent encoded messages (some which 
were nonsensical in their original form) and fed 
intelligence in an attempt to document how the 
drug affected both their capabilities and their 
sense of reality.7 The soldiers showed clear signs 
of delirium and distress, but the test chugged on. 
Scientists took notes as one man repeatedly tried 
to escape through the medical cabinet and another 
acted on the orders of a curtain he believed to be 
a superior officer.

Until the end of his life, Ketchum insisted that 
he discontinued the practice of giving men drugs 
without their knowledge. Even taking him at his 
word, it doesn’t mean his work was a shining ex-
ample of medical ethics. Men were locked in pad-
ded cells for days at a time, left to be ravaged by 
the effects of the drug, with no way of stopping 
the trial. Doctors informed the volunteers only in 
generalities, and asked them to sign consent forms 
before specific tests had even been decided on.8 
Many former volunteers have also recounted be-
ing given descriptions of what their duties at Edge-
wood would be during the recruiting process which 
ended up ranging from vague to entirely mislead-
ing. It’s also true that many men were probably 
convinced to sign on by the promise of not having 
to serve in Vietnam. By the time Lindsey’s term as 
chief medical officer was ending in the mid 1960s, 
even he had become disillusioned with the work 
being done at the Arsenal. He was documented 
saying “These soldiers are not really informed at 
all.”9 The problems ran deeper too. When the ex-
periments were finished, men were sworn to se-
crecy, dismissed from the facility, and sent back to 

ning 
t o 

indicate 
that there 

was a need to 
more intensely as-

sess the abnormal psy-
chological reactions that 

the drugs left in patients. It 
was perfect — a match made in 

hell. 

In October 1960, when Ketchum arrived 
at the Arsenal, he realised his responsibility 
was in fact to pick up the metaphorical bro-
ken glass that Sims left on the metaphorical 
carpet of the Arsenal. Sim had kept haphaz-
ard records, some of which were presumed 
to have been taken home with the other 
doctors who administered the experiments, 

James S. Ketchum
photographed by the US 

Army
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in 19th Century Medicine

QUIRKS 
QUACKS

Let’s talk about medicine. We owe her 
everything, especially as we enter our 
third year living in this COVID-infested 
hellscape. Thanks to medical technology, 
when you get a headache from watching 
three movies back-to-back on a bright 
screen as a method of procrastinating on 
your French reading assignments, now 
you can just pop a little pill and keep 
on truckin’.1 Miracles happen every day 
thanks to the magic of medicine—and we 
sure do have a lot to thank it for, both in 
terms of lengthening our lifespans and 
simply making our everyday lives that 
much easier to deal with. 

However, this wasn’t always the case. 
During the 19th century in the Unit-
ed States, medicine was, quite frankly, 
bullshit. Literally anyone could claim to 
be a doctor, make their own medicines, 
and sell them commercially with abso-
lutely NO stipulations or requirements to 
adhere to safety regulations. They didn’t 
even need to include a list of ingredients; 
when it came to everyday medicines, the 
medical field was basically all a big game 
of “bro, just trust me.” So, of course, peo-
ple took advantage of this as much as pos-
sible, because of—you guessed it—cap-
italism. But, let’s back up for a moment 
and take a look at some context. 

Scientific advancements were happening 

all over during the 19th century; John 
Dalton discovered the atom, Gregor Men-
del introduced genetic theory, and Louis 
Pasteur discovered germs in the 1860s. 
The Civil War—while infamous for med-
ical malpractice—also led to medical ad-
vancements in fields such as prosthetics 
and dosage amounts for medications.2 
However, even licensed doctors still used 
bleeding as a viable treatment, and many 
different poisonous substances were used 
in common medicines. This is all to say 
that, in the 19th century, a bunch of dis-
coveries were made that would drastical-
ly affect a slew of scientific fields, but 
doctors still thought putting leeches on 
patients to treat their hemorrhoids was a 
good idea. 

Since everyday medicines in the U.S. of 
the 1800’s still tended to fall a bit short 
of what we would call “actually help-
ful,” people often turned to “medicine” 
marketed by aspiring capitalists, many 
of which contained yummy ingredients 
such as mercury, opium, lead, cocaine—
you get the idea. These dubious, over-
the-counter “cures” were termed “patent 
medicines,” or “nostrums.”3 It didn’t help 
that many American economic liberals 
were also speaking out against law-en-
forced medical licensing at the time, cit-
ing privacy in healthcare as an argument 
for why professionalism shouldn’t be 
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notes:
1For legal reasons, I have 
never been high. See MD 
Crim Law Code § 5-601 (2013) (2)
(ii) 1. “A person convicted of the use or 
possession of less than 10 grams of marijuana is 
subject to imprisonment not exceeding 90 days or a fine not 
exceeding $500 or both,”

2, 3,7,9,10,13 Raffi Khatchadourian, “Operation Delirium”, Online Article, 2012.

5 Raffi Khatchadourian, “High Anxiety: LSD in the Cold War”, Online Article, 
2012.

6 The Army approved Sim’s international LSD project on one condition - that it 
would not be tested on US citizens. If you’ve learnt anything from this article so 
far, you won’t be surprised when I tell you that in France, US army private James 
Thornwell was imprisoned for 91 days, during which he was tortured, deprived of 
basic neccessities, and questioned relentlessly, before being “kidnapped”, drugged, 
and interrogated once more under the influence of LSD, this time by Sim’s team. 
Thornwell was the only Black soldier at his station. This crime was almost certain-
ly racially motivated. Thornwell was found innocent, but left with lifelong PTSD, 
leading to him taking his own life. Raffi Khatchadourian, “High Anxiety: LSD in 
the Cold War”, Online Article, 2012.

8 Sim later admitted to telling volunteers during nerve gas trials that they might ex-

humane than traditional chemical weapons? What 
was to stop an army from deploying psychochemical 
agents, then massacring the soldiers whilst they were 
incapable of fighting back?

It’s no longer the 1960s. Informed consent is not 
optional in human studies, and the Arsenal is now 
nothing more than a crumbling patchwork of aban-
doned buildings.11 Edgewood was shuttered in 1975, 
amid a warming of relations between the US and the 
USSR and the emergence of a flurry of maltreatment 
accusations within the Army. Finally, as of 2011, the 
volunteers who had been sworn to secrecy after their 
time at Edgewood were finally released from their 
oaths and allowed to speak out about their experi-
ences.12 In 2013, a class action lawsuit led by former 
test subjects, known as the Test Vets, went to trial. 
To circumvent the Feres Doctrine, which grants the 
Army immunity to tort claims filed by soldiers for 
service related issues, the Test Vets decided not to 
ask for money. Rather, they had four primary goals: 
“to compel the Army to acknowledge that the ex-
periments were unlawful; to inform all the former 
subjects what chemicals they received, and how; to 
explain the drugs’ health effects; and to provide care 
when needed.”13 

The motion was only partially granted, and the 
veterans were left with nothing more 

than an assurance of the Army’s 
responsibility to notify 

them of any new-
ly acquired 

i n f o r-

mation that might affect their wellbeing. Disap-
pointing as it is, the motion was not surprising. 
Accessing care as a veteran for issues of chem-
ical or biological exposure has never been sim-
ple. As of 2012, court documents show that the 
Veterans Benefits Administration rejected 84 of 
86 health claims related to chemical or biological 
exposure.14 Though, in July 2015, it was declared 
that the Army has a responsibility to provide on-
going medical care to veterans who participated 
in U.S. chemical and biological testing programs, 
including Edgewood, for many, the process still 
remains tumultuous. There is an obvious hurdle to 
proving you were part of a top secret government 
experiment, let alone one which was notorious 
for its laissez faire attitude towards record keep-
ing. Many cases are further denied on any excuse 
the VA can find. In the case of Bruce Taylor, who 
sought compensation benefits for PTSD and re-
sultant unemployability, his appeal was denied be-
cause he was found to have disclosed to a health-
care professional whilst seeking treatment for his 
PTSD that he was involved in government experi-
ments prior to the lifting of the secrecy oath.15 

Psychochemical warfare was based on the idea 
that the chemicals would have no harmful effects. 
As tests at Edgewood progressed, it became in-
creasingly clear that the drugs were as far more 
dangerous than anyone had previously imagined. 
Just as the 60s revealed their acute effects, today, 
as survivors come forward with their experiences 
at the Arsenal, we are forced to confront its legacy 
of ruination on the home front. The dream of a 

war without killing had been a mere 
fantasy from the start. 

perience 
“a runny nose” or “a 
slight tightness of the chest”.

11 Though this doesn’t necessarily mean that other predatory 
tactics have disappeared. Military culture still makes it nigh-on-impossi-
ble to say no to a suggestion, let alone an order, likely leading to many soldiers 
ending up in studies or assignments they would otherwise have not consented to. 

12 Morrison & Foerster LLP, “What This Case Is About”, Webpage, 2021

14 David S. Martin, “Vets feel abandoned after secret drug experiments”, Online Article, 2012.

15 BRUCE R. TAYLOR, APPELLANT, V. ROBERT L. WILKIE, SECRETARY OF VETERANS 
AFFAIRS, APPELLEE (UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR VETERANS CLAIMS April 
5, 2019).
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la began as patent medicines, since fla-
voring made the tonics easier to swallow 
and carbonation supposedly held curative 
properties.12

Beyond cocaine and pure alcohol, one of 
the most popular ingredients in nostrums 
was a mixture of opium and alcohol 
called laudanum. It tended to run cheaper 
than alcohol, and that affordability made 
it available to anyone regardless of class. 
So, this only furthered the plight of the 
lower classes while also creating a prob-
lem for the upper class as many people 
became unwittingly addicted to opiates. 
Opiates didn’t seem to be obviously 

harmful, since they calmed the nerves 
of its users and—strangely enough—be-
cause they caused bowel issues, which 
many interpreted as the opium/laudanum 
doing its job in curing the patient.13 As 
a result, by 1895, one in 200 Ameri-
cans suffered from opiate addiction due 
to frequent use of morphine and opium 
powders.14 That said, that’s also largely 
due to the Civil War, since roughly 10 
million opium pills were issued to Un-
ion soldiers alone for pain relief. Opioids 
were also thought to be a form of cure-
all, supposedly curing cholera, dysentery, 
diarrhea, tuberculosis, bronchitis, “fe-
male complaints” (hysteria & menstrual 

The most famous patent medicine of 
all, though, is Pemberton’s French Wine 
Coca, known to the world today as Co-
ca-Cola. In 1886, pharmacist Dr. John S. 
Pemberton introduced the drink as a mix-
ture of the soft drink we know today and 
a high concentration of alcohol, with the 
addition of just a pinch of cocaine.10 The 
drink was originally marketed as a pat-
ent medicine that would cure heartburn, 
headaches, and nausea before Georgia 
passed temperance laws pre-Prohibition, 
forcing Pemberton to remove the alco-
hol.11 Soda fountains themselves tended 
to pop up in pharmacies, and many types 
of sodas such as root beer and sarsaparil-

an issue when choosing medical practi-
tioners. Basically, this meant anybody 
could market themselves as a doctor or 
sell their product as medicine, and no one 
could tell them to stop.4 Unlike in Brit-
ain, where doctors were not allowed to 
charge for their services, American doc-
tors were—in a shocking turn of events—
quite inclined to ask for payment. So, the 
fees associated with medical care made 
a lot of people turn to unsafe yet more 
affordable products that were available in 
general stores and pharmacies.5 Despite 
the rapidly stratifying social hierarchy 
and class differences, the population of 
America had one thing in common: prac-
tically none of them were using effec-
tive, safe medicines. So, it’s not really a 
stretch to say that the American capitalist 
system itself is the reason for the wide-

spread dishonesty in the medical profes-
sion—otherwise known as “quackery”—
and the use of patent medicines.

Alas, I didn’t write this article to rant 
about capitalism, so: back to nostrums.6 
Let’s make one thing clear: patent med-
icines are not, in fact, patented. Rather, 
they’re just medicines with ingredients 
that are undisclosed to the public. In the 
1800s, mothers, grandmothers, and oth-
er women in families across the country 
were in charge of most medical needs, 
and would often create their own cures 

or tonics to be used within the family 
unit.7 As the country became more cap-
italistic, these “cures” were sold by unli-
censed entrepreneurs hoping to get ahead 
within the new economic structure, and 
many of them added dangerous ingredi-
ents like opiates or high concentrations 
of alcohol. Since the ingredients in foods 
or medicines didn’t legally have to be 
disclosed at the time, anyone could put 
anything into a bottle and call it medi-
cine. For one, the percentage of alcohol 
content in Parker’s Tonic was 41.6%; to 
put this into perspective, whiskey is typ-
ically 35–50% alcohol.8 Another one of 
these “medicines” was Dr. E. Rowell’s 
Invigorating Tonic and Family Medicine, 

which supposedly cured “impure blood, 
dyspepsia, indigestion, constipation, loss 
of appetite, biliousness, headache, jaun-
dice, loss of memory, piles, eruptions of 
the skin, general debility, rheumatism, 
and all diseases arising from disordered 
liver, bowels or kidneys.”9 Now, I’m no 
STEM major, but I have a sneaking sus-
picion that opioids and cocaine won’t 
cure jaundice. Many nostrums like this 
one were viewed as cure-alls, though, 
since people who weren’t educated in the 
medical field had no way of knowing any 
better. Plus, it was simply more economi-
cally feasible to use one medicine to cure 
everything. 
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pain), rheumatisms, and mental illness.15 
Whoops. 

Another commonly used and highly tox-
ic component of patent medicines was 
mercury. Mercury was most often used 
in the treatment of syphilis, with symp-
toms of mercury poisoning attributed to 
supposedly “relieving” effects and other 
afflictions. These symptoms tended to 
be excessive salivation and frequent uri-
nation.16 Due to this expelling of fluids, 
many mercury users believed they were 
simply—to put it gently—pissing out 
their syphilis.17 It was also popular in the 
form of a “little blue pill” that supposedly 
cured “apoplexy, worms, child-bearing, 
tuberculosis, toothaches, and constipa-
tion.”18 Whoops, 2.0.

Strangely enough, beyond capitalism, 
public education had a lot to do with 
the popularity of patent medicines. The 
1800s saw the advent of public schools 
for the lower classes, and as people be-
came literate enough to read the ads for 
nostrums in the newspapers and maga-
zines, quacks began trying desperately to 
keep publications on their side. Quacks 
would even establish “red clauses” that 
would void their contracts with the mag-
azines if any anti-nostrum laws were to 
be passed, and those “red clauses” then 
led the magazines to actively campaign 
against this type of legislature.19 How-
ever, literature also played a key role in 
the downfall of the industry; Upton Sin-
clair’s The Jungle and Samuel Hopkins 
Adams’ The Great American Fraud es-

pecially brought a lot of the patent medi-
cines scam to light, and nostrums finally 
met their end with the Food and Drugs 
Act of 1906. The FDA required all food 
and drugs to have labels including their 
contents in full, which rendered patent 
medicines a useless enterprise practically 
immediately.20 

Looking back, it’s easy to wonder how 
people could have fallen for the lies of the 
quacks, since a simple test of these prod-
ucts using the modern scientific method 
could have potentially brought the entire 
industry down much earlier than 1906. 
But, it’s important to remember people 
were desperate to climb the social ladder, 
and marketing mystery medicines to earn 
a buck must have seemed much more ap-
pealing than factory work. It’s also impor-
tant to note that scientific knowledge, es-
pecially in the medical sector, has grown 
more rapidly over the past 150 years than 
it had in the many centuries before the 
19th century thanks to the technologi-
cal revolution and the improvement of 
the scientific method in professional and 
educational settings. Now, medicines are 
developed and tested before commercial 
use, and health care practitioners must 
be licensed to take care of anyone. There 
are, of course, some remaining “health” 
practices that may not be entirely relia-
ble—cough Gwyneth Paltrow’s jade eggs 
cough—but overall, 21st century Amer-
ica can enjoy the luxury of wondering 
at our 19th century ancestors’ bad judg-
ment. After all, we aren’t the ones trying 
to shit out our tuberculosis.

notes:
1 Surely my experiences are universal.
2  Helen Thompson, “Six Ways the Civil War Changed 
American Medicine,” Web Article, 2015. 
3  “Nostrum” comes from the Latin noster meaning 
“ours”; so, they were literally called “our medicines.”
7, 9  Peggy M. Baker, “PATENT MEDICINE: Cures and 
Quacks,” Museum Handout.
4  Haha I’m so glad people don’t act like this anymore. 
Aha. Ha. …Ha…I’m gonna go lie down. 
5  Hmm, why does all of this sound familiar?; Paul 
Starr, “Medicine, Economy and Society in Nine-
teenth-Century America,” Journal Article, 1977.
6  Though it is one of my favorite activities (*Solidari-
ty Forever starts playing somewhere in the distance*). 
8  Gonna go CRAZY with the boys this weekend, we’re 
getting absolutely SLOSHED on PARKER’S TONIC. 
And maybe it’ll even cure Chad’s diarrhea! WOOHOO; 
“The Alcohol Percentage Contents of Various Beverag-
es,” Web Article, 2018.

10  Really brings a new meaning to “rum and Coke”; 
Jill Richardson, “Original Coca-Cola Had a Very Small 
Amount of Cocaine,” Web Article, 2013. 
11  Nabil Yafai, “History of Coca-Cola,” Web Article, 
2016. 
12  Joe Nickell, “‘Pop’ Culture: Patent Medicines 
Become Soda Drinks,” Web Article, 2011. 
13, 15  Marcus Aurin, “Chasing the Dragon: The Cultural 
Metamorphosis of Opium in the United States, 1825-
1935,” Journal Article, 2000.
14  Erick Trickney, “Inside the Story of America’s 
19th-Century Opium Addiction,” Web Article, 2018.
16  Fluids coming out ALL ends. I’ll let myself out–
17  J G. O’Shea, ‘Two Minutes with Venus, Two Years 
with Mercury’ - Mercury as an Antisyphilitic Chemo-
therapeutic Agent,” Journal Article, 1990.
18  Hillary Mayell, “Did Mercury in ‘Little Blue Pills’ 
Make Abraham Lincoln Erratic?” Web Article, 2001.
19, 20 U.S. Food and Drug Administration, “The Patent 
Medicine Menace,” Web Article, 2011. 
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ing that broadened the riot grrrl community. Many 
issues included addresses to PO boxes to con-
tact or event information which provided women 
with access to more information to gain a deep-
er knowledge of third wave feminism. Without 
these publications, the movement would have only 
been able to spread third wave feminism to active 
music listeners. While zines were used to spread 
the feminist agenda to the masses, song lyrics 
were used to take control of the female narrative. 

The content of riot grrrl music encouraged wom-
en to unapologetically express themselves. Wom-
en could identify with the lyrics as the music 
would touch on prevalent female-centric topics. 
This relatability inspired many girls to partici-
pate in the feminist movement. For example, in 
the song “FYR,” Le tigre expresses the belief that 
women’s problems were undermined by main-
stream media and fell upon deaf ears in the lines 
“You know these days no one’s exploited / Sor-
ry dude can’t hear you with my head in the toi-
let.”3 Bratmobile’s song “Do You Like Me Like 
That” reveals the reality of daily life as a woman 
through the lines “You don’t know what it’s like 
to be harassed all day / Then to be told that you’re 
only in the way / We’re living in fear, trying not to 
disappear.”4 Riot grrrl bands destigmatized diffi-
cult topics through their lyrics, declaring that they 

would no longer be held captive by the patriarchy 
and men’s views. These ideals were derived from 
modern feminist theory and were distributed to a 
broader audience. The female-centric lyrics helped 
mold a space where women could feel safe to ex-
press themselves musically without male critique.

Riot grrrl concerts and conventions were generally 
female-only. Tamara, a self-proclaimed riot grrrl, 
discusses the idea of a safe space for women by say-
ing “with all the privilege that boys have (height, 
size, gender) and the impact their voice has, a 
girls-only space is necessary for women’s health.”5 
The punk scene prior to the riot grrrl movement did 
not ensure the safety and comfortability of women; 
rather, the genre was dominated by male musicians 
who oppressed women through their lyrics and the 
male listeners who implemented their ideals. For 
example, the 1984 song “Slip It In” by Black Flag 
tells the story of a man continuing to pressure a 
woman into sex despite her objections. The speaker 
even alludes to slipping something in the woman’s 
drink in order to make her more “loose” and calls 
those listening to also “slip it in.”6 These female-on-
ly spaces removed potential dangers like assault 
and objectification by men, creating an atmosphere 
for women to speak about third wave feminism 
and discuss theory with other like-minded women. 

Feminist zines and lyrics all culminated to establish 
an uncensored space for women. While men were 
free to listen to the music, concerts and conventions 
were typically reserved only for women. Partici-
pants could learn more about third wave feminism, 
self-defense, and other things to empower them-

You don’t know what it’s 
like to be harassed all day/ 
Then to be told that you’re 

only in the way/ We’re 
living in fear, trying not to 

disappear

“

”- Lyrics from “Do You Like Me Like That” by Bratmobile

“We’re Bikini Kill and we want revolution / Girl-style now!”1 
Stemming from the the feminist punk movement called riot grrrl, 
these lyrics from Bikini Kill’s song “Double Dare Ya” illustrate 
the movement’s urgency of spreading third wave feminism in the 
US. This movement not only accelerated the pace of the feminist 
movement, but was ultimately crucial to its overall progress. Riot 
grrrls aimed to distribute feminist propaganda, to promote wom-
en’s liberation in music, and to create a safe space for women. 

Women were tired of having decisions made for them, being 
objectified, and living with limited bodily autonomy. Third 
wave feminism surfaced from the desire to take the control 
of the female narrative away from men and into the hands of 
women. The theory of third-wave feminism focused on is-
sues like sexual liberation, intersectionality, and reproduc-
tive rights. It alone could not expand to the masses due to the 
lack of media coverage and publication, inciting feminists 
in the punk scene to create the riot grrrl movement to supply 
the theory with a more direct musical outlet. The accessibili-

ty of music made this medium highly effective in spreading 
feminist ideology. The true impact of the riot grrrl movement 
is widely debated since many factors were at play. Supporters 
affirm that it positively benefited the long term success of third 
wave feminism, while critics maintain the idea that fans of mu-
sic are not always aware of, or support the artist’s message. 

The riot grrrl movement heavily relied on self-published mag-
azines, called zines, to spread the feminist agenda. Zines con-
tained opinion pieces about third wave feminist issues like eat-
ing disorders, sexual assault, and other taboo topics for the time 
period. Prominent musicians in the riot grrrl community used 
zines as an additional platform for social outreach, such as Biki-
ni Kill’s lead singer Kathleen Hanna who created a flier outlining 
rules for empowered women. These rules included “recognize 
empathy and vulnerability as positive forms of strength” and 
“resist the temptation to view those around you as objects [and] 
use them.”2 They also commonly showcased collage art that dis-
played sexually liberated women and inspiring quotes. Because 
the zines were not created by major media corporations, the con-
tent was uncensored and not influenced by a corporate agenda. 

Women wrote about their problems within zines comfortably. 
Readers could relate which resulted in a network of understand-

Photo from a page of the zine Riot Grrls! summoning the 
“Riot Grrrl Convention” of the year 1992, by CC 2.0.

We’re Biking Kill and we want revoltuion
Girl-Style Now! ”“

- Lyrics from “Double Dare Ya” by Bikini Kill
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Paul
McDeadney

by Thomas Droste
Designed by Ian Sandler-Bowen

November 9, 1966––only thirteen days until the 3rd anni-
versary of John Kennedy’s assassination, but another earthshat-
tering fatality was bound to happen on this fated evening. The 
rain was thunderous and the man in the car was racing toward 
eternity’s grasp. The steering wheel jerked, and Paul McCart-
ney met his mangled destiny on the side of a frigid highway. Or 
at least, that’s how the story goes.

In modern rock, one anecdote humorously remembered by 
many older fans was the frenzy in the late 1960s surrounding 
the notion that the renowned bassist and vocalist for the Beat-
les had been killed and replaced by a lookalike. Supposedly, 
he Beatles’ fans were far too mob-like, and their ritualistic be-
havior concerned the surviving members that revealing Paul’s 
death would ignite a firestorm. So they buried the secret, re-
placing Paul with a doppelganger named Billy Shears who had 
an uncanny ability to replicate his every nuance. However, they 
were psychologically tormented by this decision to lie to the 
fans they loved so much. So they decided to slip in clues to the 

“real fans” dedicated to the truth. A subliminal lyric here, a 
coded photograph there. All enough to piece together the most 
grandiose puzzle the music industry had ever seen. And how 
silly they were to believe it! Must have been that psychedelic 
purple haze hanging over San Fran. Did it ever really matter 
why some people thought Paul was dead?

To subvert Betteridge’s Law (proclaiming that all headlines 
phrased as a question can be answered with “no”), yes, it actual-
ly did. Despite the obviously convoluted specifics regarding the 
theory, the widespread belief in Paul’s death represented an ear-
nest microcosm of the era’s broader political atmosphere, even 
if for all the wrong reasons. To emphasize its importance, one 
must remember that the Beatles originally came in at a perfect 
time to save the American spirit, even if they represented a Brit-
ish invasion. Their U.S. television debut occurred on November 
18, 1963 and was met by a concerned reporter commenting “the 
Beatles may bring them Mersey [region of Britain] sound to 
the United States to which it may… show us no mercy.”1 Ini-

THE ARCHIVE

A Rock & Roll 
Conspiracy

The punk/riot grrrl band Bratmobile at The Charlotte in Leicester, England in 1994, by CC 2.0

selves. Without the fear of be-
ing talked over or misunder-
stood by men, women could 
engage in philosophical dis-
cussions at these conventions; 
at concerts, women could 
dress and act freely without 
concern of being sexualized by 
men. Whether attendees were 
dressed explicitly or modestly, 
there was no concern of being 
judged. It was also common 
for women at these concerts 
to reclaim derogatory words 
or phrases by painting them 
onto their bodies. By labeling 
themselves as words that were 
used to tear them down, wom-
en took the power away from 
those who used the words 
against them, and instead 
redefined them themselves. 

The accomplishments of third 
wave feminism can be most-
ly accredited to the riot grrrl 
movement. It helped circulate 
feminist literature through 
zines, liberate the content 
women’s music, and estab-
lish a secure environment for 
women to express themselves. 
Musical movements are im-
portant components to spread-
ing philosophical theory and 
have the ability to even create 
subcultures of politics. The 
message of a song is insep-
arable from the music itself. 
This music not only helped 
to circulate theory, but also 
served to empower women 
to take back the female nar-
rative on an individual level.

Notes
1  Bikini Kill, “Double Dare Ya,” Song, 1991.
2  Kathleen Hanna, Untitled, n.d
3  Le Tigre, “FYR,” Song, 2001.
4  Bratmobile, “Do You Like Me Like That,” Song, 2000.
5  Rosenberg, Jessica, and Gitana Garofalo. “Riot Grrrl: Revo-
lutions from Within.” Journal Article. 1998.
6  Black Flag, “Slip It In,” Song, 1984.
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with John Lennon noting in a 1969 radio interview that the the-
ory would be fantastic publicity.10

Lennon also wrote incendiary lyrics meant to stir up the 
theory’s followers in later albums, including one where he 
proclaimed “Those freaks was right when they said you was 
dead” while attacking McCartney for his behavior during The 
Beatles’ breakup in 1970. Some followers even interpreted the 
band’s split as tacit confirmation of the theory given that its 
“discovery” had occurred just the year before, seemingly forc-
ing the group to abandon ship. In reality, Lennon admitted that 
he had deliberately written strange lyrics to baffle fans he per-
ceived as admiring the band too fervently, penning the particu-
larly surreal I Am the Walrus (another popular song admitted as 
“evidence”) to mess with a teacher offering classes in analyzing 
Beatles lyrics.10 Regardless of the stated intentions, the admis-
sions that The Beatles were hiding messages in their lyrics at all 
only fueled the perceived legitimacy of the blaze surrounding 
Paul’s purported death. The craze became so quickly ubiquitous 
on college campuses that by the end of October 1969 American 
camera crews were flying to Britain to secretly record McCa-
rtney’s estate in the hopes of catching footage to “prove” if he 
was dead or not.12 Time magazine published an official rebuttal 
in November with a photoshoot and interview proving Paul was 
still alive while debunking several wilder portions of the the-
ory. It seemed the rumor was just a flash in the pan, but what 
purpose did fussing over it serve?

For the Beatles and their management, its publicity meant 
unparalleled marketing. Truth be told, the Beatles always had 
a bit of seedy managerial practices. Their initial success was 
always a bit fuzzy, with their manager Brian Epstein having 
inflated sales of their early work to inflate the perceived infatu-
ation surrounding them.13 Author Bob Spitz notes disc jockeys 

were instructed by radio executives to play Beatles music at 
excessive rates, and to offer prizes to fans who behaved the most 
feverishly at live events. In some respects then, the Beatles’ 
exploitation of controversial topics like the Paul is Dead the-
ory acted as a natural marketing progression, a strategy many 
managers utilize to this day. Record company Capitol’s vice 
president at the time stated that the theory’s percolation into 
American society meant album sales had shot through the roof, 
showing Lennon’s prediction as having come to pass.14 More 
recently, Paul McCartney himself cashed in on the theory, paro-
dying it on the cover of his 1993 album aptly titled Paul is Live.

For the believers, however, Paul is Dead represented an ex-
tension of the era’s movement to question authority and speak 
truth to power. The late sixties represented an awakening of 
the masses. Many of them thought that somehow exposing the 
world’s most popular band (for something, anything at all) act-
ed as another method of ripping off the false veneer they were 
presented with.15 To call Paul is Dead a mere conspiracy theo-
ry (a term which was popularized by the Central Intelligence 
Agency in a memo sent out to agents embedded in media firms 
instructing them to declare critics of the Warren Commission 
on the 1963 Kennedy Assassination unreasonable16) doesn’t be-
gin to capture its significance. Disregarded now as the relic of a 
nervous past, Paul’s death theory represents a Frankenstein-like 
quiltwork of the attitude dissenters held toward institutional 
narratives, the willingness of executives to propagate false sto-
ries for their own financial gain, and the abruptness to how the 
1960s altered the fabric of American society. Transient, yet with 
a significance that still reverberates. While Paul is alive today, 
the ghosts of his deceased past continue to live on.
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So when someone suggested that the
soured band had a secret to hide, 
could anyone really be blamed for 

believing that given the era?

initially found popularity in.
The blossoming counterculture’s 

1967 “Summer of Love” was rocked by 
the simultaneous “Long Hot Summer” 
of revolts in redlined neighborhoods na-
tionwide. The Vietnam War reached its 
peak in 1968, with President Johnson 
being routinely hounded by the press for 
blatantly lying about his administration’s 
ever-increasing escalations in what was 
dubbed to be a “credibility gap.”5 Nix-
on’s reversal of his promise to a ceasefire 
following his election polarized voters. It 
reignited the antiwar movement now that 
their hopes of removing Johnson as a cat-
alyst for the conflict’s end were dashed. 
Citizens everywhere, especially youths, 
were coming to terms with an unrecog-
nizable country. The Beatles themselves 
had found that Beatlemania had mor-
phed into Beatlepariah. John Lennon had 
a firecracker thrown at him on stage in 
the midst of a backlash against a 1966 
comment he made claiming The Beatles 
were more popular than Jesus. The group 
had also gained flak for their 1966 album 
Yesterday and Today’s cover showing the 
band dressed as doctors surrounded by 
butchered baby dolls, ostensibly as a sub-
liminal protest against the Vietnam War. 
If someone suggested that the soured 
band had a secret to hide, could anyone 
be blamed for believing that under these 
circumstances?

The theory’s first major notoriety 
in America originated from a satirical 
article published by the Michigan Dai-
ly on October 14, 1969 in response to a 
radio caller phoning into a Detroit sta-
tion about it.6 The story included graphic 
descriptions of his purported death, and 
was sold out across town by mid-morn-
ing.7 The preposterous tale spread like 
wildfire across campuses nationwide, 
with “clues” spontaneously being devel-
oped each step along the way. The stars 

tially, this prediction seemed to falter as 
the shooting of Kennedy a mere four days 
later would cancel reruns of the special 
and drop them off American airwaves 
entirely. However, when they rereleased 
their lively January 1963 song Please 
Please Me in a depressed February 1964, 
television host Ed Sullivan asked them 
to perform, broadcasting to 70 million 
Americans.2 The rest was history.

Beatlemania was unparalleled in its 
avidity. The New York Times described 
its emergence as a “religion of teenage 
culture.”3 Considering their 20 #1 US hits 
and status as the best selling artists of all 
time, that statement doesn’t begin to un-
tangle their impact. However, like in any 
major religion certain factions began to 
arise, and the idea that Paul died proved 

to be one of the most schismatic 
beliefs in music indus-

try history. The first 
reported instance of 
the rumor occurred 

in 1967 London, 
and was treated 

dismissively (a pop-
ular fan magazine 

warned readers of a 
“false rumor” going 
around regarding its 

rapid spread.) Paul 
himself was bewil-

dered in January by 
a Press Officer tele-

phoning him for com-
ment on the story.3 It 
wasn’t actually until 
a full two years later 

that the tale picked up 
steam, flowering in 

a radically differ-
ent America 
than the one 

that The 
Beatles 

in the typography of Magical Mystery 
Tour spelled a phone number you could 
call for Paul’s funeral information.8 A vo-
calist could be heard calling for a dead 
man to appear when Revolution 9 was 
played backwards. Paul’s supposed po-
sitioning as a cadaver on Abbey Road’s 
cover. John Lennon’s finger pointed to a 
lyric many interpreted as the time when 
Paul was declared “Dead on Arrival” on 
the insert to Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 
Club Band. Collectively, it was as if the 
rumor’s sparks were being laced with 
kerosene.

The mayhem’s followers weren’t 
necessarily baseless in terms of the met-
rics they used, either. The Beatles had 
proven themselves willingly capable of  
slipping secret messaging into their songs 
before, and were even cred-
ited with being pioneers 
of the backmasking 
technique (where 
reversed audio is 
placed on a 
record being 
played for-
wards) in prior 
times.9  
For instance,  
their 1966  
song Rain’s 
ending 
contained 
John Lennon 
singing 
presumed 
gibberish, yet 
it was actually 
the first verse 
played backwards. 
Furthermore, they 
had admitted to en-
joying entertaining 
controver-
sy, 
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X
STRAIGHT

I’m a person just like you
But i’ve got better things to do

than sIt around and smoke dope
‘Cause i know that I can cope

Laugh at the thought of eating ‘ludes
Laugh at the thought of snIffIng gLue

always gonna keep In touch
never want to use a crutch

I’ve got the straIght edge1

EDGE by Rellian deGraaf
Design by Sheela 
Gowrisankaran

“

”

The first time I ever heard this 46-sec-
ond song by Minor Threat was also the 
first time that I heard the term straight 
edge. Appropriately so, seeing as this is 
how the whole straight edge movement 
began.2 The lead singer in the band, Ian 
MacKaye, wrote the song to explain how 
being “straight” — abstaining from alco-
hol, drugs, and tobacco — gave him an 
advantage or edge in life because he was 
in control of himself. How anyone under-
stood what MacKaye was actually saying 
in that song is beyond me, but it is quite 
clear that he is passionate about these 
words. In the context of the punk era at 
the time, it may have been more clear 
what the phrase straight edge meant and 
why MacKaye was so passionate about it. 

The punk community grew out of sever-
al things: diverse, small, regional scenes; 
DIY culture (described more in the side-
bar); political protest; and anti-capitalist 
views. However, by the late 70s, punk cul-
ture had developed such a strong tenden-
cy toward satirical nihilism that it became 
increasingly difficult to see any prospects 

for a future. As the ‘80s approached, this 
“live fast, die young” culture began to 
take its toll. In 1979, the most iconic punk 
of all and bassist for the Sex Pistols, Sid 
Vicious, died of a heroin overdose.3 The 
next year, Darby Crash, lead singer of the 
Germs (stalwarts of the L.A. punk scene), 
also died of a heroin overdose.4 The un-
timely death of these two punk rock icons 
shocked many punks into realizing the 
imminent dangers of their current life-
style. Hard-drinking, brawling, runaways 
crashing in flophouses, exhaustion from 
the weight of so much freeform hate, 
and creeping racist Nazi elements made 
the whole lifestyle seem less appealing. 
Punks were witnessing firsthand how 
drugs and alcohol could ruin your health 
or even kill you. Some of these dispos-
sessed and alienated souls, hoping to live 
past their 20s, latched onto the label of 
“straight edge.”5 This subculture of hard-
core punk — the form that post-punk mu-
sic took in America — originated in the 
Washington, D.C. punk scene in 1981. It 
then spread to other regional punk com-
munities in the U.S. and slowly around 
the world, including those in Indone-

sia, South Africa, Brazil, and Sweden.6 

Straight edge ideals strove to refocus on 
the original tenet of punk rock that had 
been diluted by a haze of partying, sex, 
and drugs: rebellion against The System.
Straight edge is the crossroads of rad-
ically liberal political theory and more 
socially conservative practices — specif-
ically, abstaining from alcohol and drugs. 
This fascinating contradiction spurred 
me to dive headfirst down a rabbit hole 
of straight edge music. I listened chrono-
logically, in the order that they were re-
leased. As I worked my way through the 
discography of straight edge bands, I 
found that straight edge developed a mu-
sic style that was quite distinct from the 
punk of the 70s. It turns out that the Minor 
Threat song that started this movement 
is one of the most tuneful straight edge 
songs out there. By the mid-90s, over a 
decade after its conception, the straight-
edge music style could be clearly differ-
entiated from other subcultures of punk. 
“The Discipline” by Earth Crisis, released 
in 1995, is a perfect example of this:

Ian MacKaye singing on stage with Minor Threat in DC in 1981. In most concert venues, 
underage audience members had a large black X draw on the back of their hands to show that 
they should not be served alcohol.19 The straight edge community took on that black X as a 

symbol of their commitment to straight edge. After the black X became a well-known symbol 
for straight edge, many people began abbreviating straight edge as “sXe.”
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edge is credited to a man named Elgin James. James 
is the adopted child of two ‘60s activists who had 
a very positive attitude towards recreational drug 
use. By the time he was 13, he had rebelled against 
his parents like any other teenager and was begin-
ning to develop his own ideals and worldview. He 
did this by becoming straight edge, joining a group 
in clear opposition to the easygoing hippie culture 
that his parents had raised him in. By the time he 
was 17, Elgin had run away and was living on the 
streets of Boston. In order to survive, he built a 
community of other straight edge people. He and 
his group began stealing from drug dealers that 
sold in the neighborhood.13 To him, he was steal-
ing from the victimizers, like a sort of Robin Hood, 
very much in the original ethos of punk ideals. 

Over time the group became more official and El-
gin named the group FSU. Originally FSU stood 
for Fuck Shit Up, but over time it would also 
come to stand for Friends Stand United and For-
ever Stand United. As the group became bigger 
and more powerful, FSU began stealing money, 
using what they needed for the survival of their 

crew members and donating the rest to charity and 
straight edge bands. As their power grew, so did 
their desire to clean up their city. FSU resembled 
a vigilante group that roamed the streets of Boston 
beating up drug dealers, intoxicated people, and 
anyone else they saw as a threat to straight edge 
living or the punk community. They were also 
known for beating up the racists and neo-Nazis 
that had been slowly becoming more prevalent in 
the punk community. FSU released a video titled 
Boston Beatdown that showed them brutally beat-
ing anybody that they disagreed with.14 The rhet-
oric used in this video made it clear that they were 
motivated by a genuine desire to better their com-
munities, but that they also had a lot of unchecked 
rage and little understanding of the underlying 
systemic issues that oppressed their communities.

These lyrics from Project X’s “Straight Edge 
Revenge” summarize the militant faction’s sen-

“ I’m as straight as the line that you snIff up your nose
and I’m as hard as the Booze that you swill down your throat
and I’m as Bad as the shit you breathe into your lungs
and I’ll fuck you up as fast as the pilL on your tongue
go

straight edge revenge
straight edge revenge
thIs tIme you pushed me too far15

timents pretty well.  

As these violent alter-
cations became more 
common and their vid-
eo became more wide-
ly watched, FSU was 
labeled by many law 
enforcement agencies, 
including the FBI, as 
a street gang. They 
continued to play into 
this violent image by 
participating in severe 
beatings, a bombing, 
and even causing a few 
deaths. This became a 

”

for personal reasons and does not have any inten-
tion of participating in violent acts against those 
that are not straight edge. The idea for posi indi-
viduals is that the best way to convince others to 
be straight edge is by setting a positive example. 
Straight edge punk concerts strongly discourage 
consumption of tobacco, drugs, or alcohol, instead 
of focusing on creating a space for the audience 
to enjoy their specific brand of hardcore punk.11 
Hardcore punk is a very stripped down and loud 
form of punk music that builds a great atmo-
sphere for the crowd to very aggressively push and 
bounce off each other, a dance style more popular-
ly known as moshing.12 The moshing at straight 
edge concerts usually leaves more than a few au-
dience members bleeding and bruised, but that is 
part of the fun for most of the people in attendance. 
These shows present straight edge people with a 
relatively safe place to express some of their an-
ger with society, voice their struggles, and get out 
of their heads, all without the use of substances. 

 An alternative to the posi faction of straight edge 
is the militant faction, and I have to say that find-
ing out about these guys changed my perception 
of straight edge. The origin of the militant straight 

”
I read these lyrics be-
fore I listened to the 
song. Their poetic 
rhythm and the song-
writer’s impressive 
vocabulary left me 
with high expectations 
for the sound of the 
song itself. Seconds 
after I pressed play, I 
just started laughing. 
He put so much work 
into writing this poetic 
manifesto of his beliefs 
but I could not under-
stand a single word of 
what he said. There 
was only screaming 
and grinding guitars; 

no tune, no singing, no separate parts. It was 
as if everyone in the band, including the sing-
er, were playing the drummer’s part. There is so 
much energy and passion in how they play the 
song, but if I didn’t have the lyrics in front of me, 
I would have been interpreting the message of 
that song purely based on its vibes and rhythm. 

The anger and rebelliousness infused in this music 
attracted an array of people from all over the so-
cio-political spectrum. Over time, different types of 
straight edge people developed their own subcom-
munities, each faction having its own additional 
rules. Some straight edge individuals became veg-
an; others became committed to abstaining from 
promiscuous or conquest-oriented sex. There are 
some straight edge communities that are full of peo-
ple that identify as republicans; others are radical 
anarchists that stay off the grid as much as possible.9 

Overall, the factions can be split into two basic 
categories: posi and militant.10 Posi is short for 
positive and refers to anyone who is straight edge 

“from drug-Clouded Lungs and veIns, motivatIon dIssIpates
ImprIsoned wIthIn addIctIon
abuse Increases untiL death overtakes
enslaved by conCupIscence,7 promiscuIty leads to despair
vIctims used and abandoned By
LIars who professed to Care
self-exiled from theIr Insanity
strIving to attain hIgher levels of purity
the beauty In life
Is mine to know
amIdst the ruIn, i survIve
abstInence was the beginnIng
what’s important is what’s done with the freedom step By
step i overcome
alone i ClImb the staIrcase to edIficatIon8
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Born Into a Culture that teaches you to keep takIng not givIng. 
wIll you live your LIfe spendIng? or wIll you spend your life living?21

“ ”
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DIY Side Bar

DIY culture in punk is all about decentralizing power in places like the music industry, publishing, or fashion by doing everything 
on a small scale within the punk community. This included having their own venues, record labels, music distribution methods, 
and encouraging fans to make their own clothes with general punk symbols (e.g. the anarchy symbol) or the symbols of their 
favorite bands. This DIY culture also created strong connections within the punk community, which could be used to orga-
nize protests. Independent record labels allowed punk musicians to produce uncensored music that had strong political 
messages.20 Many straight edge individuals were particularly passionate about anti-capitalism because being 
dependent on anything that you have to buy (e.g. drugs and alcohol), binds you to the capitalist 
treadmill of working more to buy more. So being straight edge was a way to be free of 
the capitalist system and rebel against a society that they viewed so problem-
atic that it had to distract its citizens with mind-numbing sub-
stances like alcohol and drugs. This idea is captured 
perfectly in the lyric shown at the top of this 
page for a song titled “Unlearn” 
by a punk band called 
Verse.

real problem for posi straight edge communities that were now 
being treated by law enforcement as if they were a part of a violent 
street gang. Many young posi straight edge people were being 
put on watch lists for gang activity because of tattoos, t-shirts, or 
stickers that said straight edge or had the black X on them.16 If 
any of them were arrested by the police for a misdemeanor such 
as graffiti or breaking curfew, their sentences were sometimes 
more severe and could involve extended periods of supervised 
parole.17 The more straight edge was seen as a gang, the more it 
would attract the type of people that were looking to join a gang, 
and the less it would attract the type of people that actually want-
ed to find a community that would help them stay out of trouble.

 The kids that were part of the militant side of straight edge 

had a lot of anger 
against a system that 
had failed them, but 
they tended to misdirect 
this anger towards other 
people — drug dealers and 
intoxicated people — who 
were failed by the same system 
of institutionalized racism and 
classism. They wanted change, but 
they did not realize that the best way 
to enact improvements was to radical-
ly reconstruct the systems that had been 
failing their community for generations.

The straight edge movement was far from perfect. The vio-
lence that was encouraged by the militant side of straight edge 
caused a lot of harm. However, there are still valuable things 
to learn from this subculture. One thing we can learn is the 
value of communities working together to disrupt the bro-
ken systems that are in place. Straight edge succeeded at this 
through the use of decentralized distribution methods that 
worked to create media and music on a small scale. This took 
power away from systematically flawed mass media corpora-
tions and redistributed that power back to people within the 
community that actually understand their needs and desires. 

Over time, the militant culture has faded to almost nothing 
in straight edge culture. There are still people committed to 

straight edge living, and there are still straight edge commu-
nities around the world. The demographic makeup of the 
straight edge community has aged over time and 
few people are joining at this point, but straight 
edge is still a notable part of the history of 
punk rock and the punk community.18

And to think it all started with 
46 seconds of indecipher-
able words screamed 
into a mic by a 
teenager in 
D . C .

Cover of “Minor Threat,” a compilation album by the band 
Minor Threat released in 1984.
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DOWN:
1. A Maryland arsonal where the U.S.
government experimented with (and 
used) a variety of potent drugs. 

2. The Ancient Greek city that was home 
to the Sacred Band, 150 pairs of lovers 
all of whom were incredibly deadly 
warriors.
 
3. The name of Sir Paul McCartney’s 
supposed doppelganger/replacement. 
Actually an alias for Ringo Starr on the 
Beatles’s 1967 masterpiece Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band.
 
6. World famous soft drink that original-
ly had just a lil’ bit of cocaine in it, back 
when it was marketed as a medicine.

ACROSS: 
3. The 1990s punk rock band that pioneered riot grrrls, a third wave feminist punk 
rock movement. 
 
4. Prominent aide of President Richard Milhaus Nixon who helped launch the War on 
Drugs — a concentrated effort against the antiwar left and Black Americans.
 
5. Bondage & Discipline, Domination & Submission, and Sadism & Masochism.
 
7. Creators of a 46-second song that founded the straight edge movement, which saw 
hardcore punk rockers abstain from drugs and alcohol.
 
8. An ancient Sanskrit text about love, relationships, meaningful connections, and 
sometimes sex.

the 
crossword
by Quin Zapoli

Note: 
Some answers have multiple words, and 
Spaces are not included in the puzzle.

WHO’S WHO?
History’s Greatest Rockers
Below are pictures of some of the greatest rock ‘n’ roll musicians ever — guess who’s who! Answers on page 44.
by Quin Zapoli

Lil’ Richard • Chuck Berry • Marty McFly
1

3.

Paul McCartney • John Lennon 
• Megan Thee Stallion 

Jimi Hendrix • Eric Clapton • Miley Cyrus

Iggy Pop • Harry Styles • David Bowie Ozzy Osbourne • Robert Plant • Travis Scott Debbie Harry • Madonna • Dolly Parton    

Lizzo • Freddie Mercury • Tom Petty Kurt Cobain • Post Malone • Dave Grohl Jack White • Eminem • 

3

5

7 9

2

4 6

8
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 Chuck Berry is considered 
by many to be the primary inventor of 
rock and roll (“the Father of Rock and 
Roll”). He wrote and performed “John-
ny B. Goode,” which is featured in the 
1985 masterpiece Back to the Future, in 
addition to “Maybelline” and “Roll Over 
Beethoven” (the latter of which was cov-
ered by the Beatles and the Electric Light 
Orchestra).

 Paul McCartney, “the cute 
Beatle” and writer of “Hey Jude,” “Yes-
terday,” and later “Live and Let Die,” 
is, in this writer’s opinion, the greatest 
musician of all time. He is very much 
not dead, having released his most recent 
album McCartney III in late-2020.

 Jimi Hendrix, widely 
considered the greatest guitarist of all 
time, achieved global recognition as a 
solo artist and leader of the Jimi Hendrix 
Experience. His most famous songs in-
clude “Purple Haze” and a cover of Bob 
Dylan’s “All Along the Watchtower.” 

 

 In 2016, David Bowie 
released an album, Blackstar, about his 
imminent death, of which the public had 
yet to be informed. He died two days 
later. After his passing, the Rolling Stone 
dubbed him “the greatest rock star ever.” 
He is famous for hits like “Starman,” 
“Heroes,” “Sound and Vision,” “Under 
Pressure” (which he wrote with Freddie 
Mercury), and “Fame.”  

 John “Ozzy” Osbourne 
was the lead vocalist of Black Sab-
bath, leaving in 1978. Also called “the 
Prince of Darkness” and “the Godfather 
of Heavy Metal,” Ozzy is famous for 
“Crazy Train,” “Iron Man,” doing an 
absolutely insane amount of drugs (not 
uncommon for a member of this quiz, 
frankly), and, of course, publicly eating a 
bat. 

 Debbie Harry was iconic 
for her ability to make punk rock feel 
like disco. She also rapped in Blondie’s 
1980 number 1 hit “Rapture.” Harry and 
Blondie are also famous for “One Way 
or Another” and “Call Me.” 

 Freddie Mercury, the 
legendary “Bohemian Rhapsody” sing-
er-songwriter, is famous in part for his 
performance at the 1985 charity concert 
Live Aid and his large vocal range. Mer-
cury also sang “We Are the Champions” 
and “We Will Rock You.”

 Kurt Cobain was the lead 
singer for ridiculously famous 1990s 
grunge band Nirvana. He mumbled 
tunes like “Smells Like Teen Spirit” and 
“Come as You Are.” Like Joplin and 
Hendrix, Cobain died far too young at 
the age of 27. 

 Jack White. A Detroit 
native who started the White Stripes 
with his then-wife Meg (whose last 
name he took). It was after the garage 
rock duo got divorced that they found 
global recognition with hits like “Seven 
Nation Army” and “Icky Thump.” To 
avoid questions about their post-marital 
partnership, the Whites presented them-
selves, creepily I might add, as siblings.

A Note from the Editorial Board:

We hope this cantankerous Winter (22) hasn’t brought your spirits down too low. In case it has, we’re 
excited to bring them up with another issue! Thank you so much for reading! Our writing, design, and 
editing teams put an incredible amount of work into this issue - each article you see is a product weeks 
of work, many eyes, and more than a couple of late nights. As the Editorial Board, we would like to 
thank every person who helped make "Sex, Drugs, and Rock ‘n’ Roll" a reality .

We would also like to extend our deepest thanks to UMich Arts for their continued and unwavering 
financial support during this issue. Of course, we'd also like to thank YOU, the reader, for following us 
along the journey! We hope you continue to come back for more as we continue to develop and grow as 
an organization! 

Our next issue, coming out in April of 2022, will be called "Roots"! Make sure to follow our Instagram 
and Twitter (@thearchivemich) to stay updated on all of the cool and exciting content to come!

Thank you for reading, and we hope you've enjoyed!

Sincerely,

The Archive's Editorial Board
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