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Abstract: This dissertation examines the role progressive college radio played as a site of 

political engagement for youth in the United States in the 1980s, particularly in its 

connection to punk culture. Progressive college radio is defined here as a particular type 

of noncommercial radio broadcast from university radio stations. It inherited from 

educational radio a commitment to democratic communication and from community 

radio a commitment to localism and representing underrepresented communities. 

Progressive college radio continued these missions, but also applied them to music, 

playing music considered unmarketable by the commercial music industry and thereby 

representing underrepresented musicians. College radio is popularly remembered as the 

radio format that helped create commercial alternative rock in the 1980s. This narrative 

effaces the way the most progressive college stations programmed music hostile to the 

music industry, especially punk and its related genres, and the way that progressive DJs 

often felt uncomfortable being part of a farm system for the music industry, something 

this dissertation investigates. Through discourse analysis of archival materials from four 

progressive college radio stations, as well as interviews with former DJs, this dissertation 
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reveals how station personnel understood the role of progressive college radio in relation 

to the music industry, punk culture, the dominant culture of the US in the 1980s, and in 

their own lives. By investigating how the DJs conceptualized and debated their 

programming and production practices, this project illustrates how progressive college 

radio responded to increasing music industry scrutiny and a conservative culture’s 

increasingly hostile and narrow conceptions of youth. This dissertation also charts the 

ways progressive college radio DJs mobilized punk’s do-it-yourself (DIY) mode of 

cultural production, amateur aesthetics, and anti-authoritarianism, to create both a 

physical and sonic space for self-representation and creative expression. 
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Introduction 

In 1992, alternative rock band Nirvana, on the heels of their hit single “Smells 

Like Teen Spirit” and its accompanying album Nevermind,1 made the cover of Rolling 

Stone. In the photograph, singer and guitarist Kurt Cobain wears a hand-made t-shirt that 

reads, “Corporate Magazines Still Suck.” The blatant criticism of the corporate culture 

industry by a band who were profiting from and for that industry might have at first 

seemed hypocritical, but Cobain’s attitude was soon ascribed to Generation X’s ironic 

and cynical relationship to mainstream popular culture. The phrase “Corporate 

Magazines Still Suck,” displayed on the cover of a corporate magazine by a band who 

were the stars of that magazine, also expresses Cobain’s conflicted relationship with his 

new-found fame, which would be a well-publicized part of his persona for the rest of 

Nirvana’s career. 

Cobain’s t-shirt also showed solidarity with the punk culture from which Nirvana 

had emerged. The idea that corporate media “sucked” was not Cobain’s nor was it new. 

The phrase on Cobain’s t-shirt was a reference to an idea that had been circulating within 

United States punk culture in the decade prior to Nirvana’s fame. In fact, the phrase was a 

play on words: “Corporate Rock Still Sucks” was stalwart 1980s punk label SST’s 

slogan. As members of the US punk rock scene throughout the 1980s, the members of 

Nirvana had developed their musical skills and their attitude towards corporate media. 

Fueled by the energy of the anti-authoritarianism and cultural insurgency of the first 

                                                
1 See Nirvana, Nevermind, DGC Records. I should also note that the title of this dissertation is a play on another Nirvana song title: 
“Radio Friendly Unit Shifter.” See Nirvana, In Utero, DGC Records. 
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iterations of US and British punk from the mid-1970s, 1980s punk expressed hostility 

towards the transnational cultural industries. This community further developed 1970s 

punk’s “do-it-yourself” (DIY) ethos of cultural production. 1980s punk sustained itself 

through a DIY network of zines, punk bands, independent labels, college radio stations, 

performance artists and independent and film and video production companies, all 

committed to creating a culture outside the gaze and hearing of the “mainstream” 

entertainment industries.  

This project focuses on one part of the 1980s punk network: college radio, or 

what I call progressive college radio, an electronic distribution mechanism for punk 

music and culture in the 1980s. Other than concerts or the occasional public access 

television show, there were few places to hear punk music before buying the records. The 

most progressive stations developed a policy over the course of the 1980s to support non-

corporate music, removing records from rotation once an artist gained mainstream 

success, usually by signing to a major label, and getting airplay on commercial radio or 

MTV. More importantly, with a few exceptions, progressive stations generally refused to 

add corporate rock into rotation. Though Nirvana’s first album, Bleach, on independent 

label Sub Pop, received substantial progressive college radio airplay, their major label 

debut on DGC records, Nevermind, did not. As the dominant narrative of the United 

States in the 1980s swung to the political and cultural right with the presidential election 

of Ronald Reagan, progressive college radio’s relentless anti-commercialism was part of 

a counternarrative. Following the community radio movement’s commitment to 

underserved communities and progressive politics, progressive college radio carved out a 
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space for punk music and ideas on the airwaves in the 1980s. Many progressive college 

radio DJs, highly conscious of their interpellation by the commercial entertainment 

industries, positioned themselves in opposition to the political conservatism and 

conspicuous consumption of dominant US culture in the Reagan era.  

Of course, positioning progressive college radio as strictly an oppositional 

cultural formation ignores the fact that more rock and pop bands than Nirvana found 

early popularity on progressive college radio. Depeche Mode, U2 and REM are popularly 

remembered as “college rock.” Furthermore, many fans of these bands, including many 

college DJs, as well as fans of punk or other forms of non-corporate, independent music 

may feel that their favorite bands champion an aesthetic, rather than a DIY, mode of 

production.2 That said, the present study explores punk and progressive college radio 

communities’ privileging of DIY. That is, within discourses of musical preferences, like 

“selling out” and “authenticity” so important to punk and related music, I look for the 

threads of preference for DIY-produced culture.3  

The present project, “Radio-Friendly Paradigm Shifter: Progressive College 

Broadcasting in the 1980s” looks at the relationship between aesthetics and politics by 

using progressive college radio as the object of study. It asks: How can culture be a site 

of political engagement and critical consciousness for young people? For that matter, 

what counts as “politics?” What is the relationship between punk and progressive college 

radio? What was the importance of radio to youth in the 1980s, especially to youth 

                                                
2  Kruse, 8. 
3 Andes,227; Laing,14. 
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culture and youth politics? Finally, given the mainstream swing to the political and 

cultural right, how might progressive college radio fit into an emerging national narrative 

in which America’s radical past was disavowed?  

TERMINOLOGY 
 
 

My term for this type of radio, progressive college radio, refers to two primary 

tendencies within it. First, in the 1980s, many college radio stations, including some of 

the ones here, called the rock music they played “progressive rock.” This term had 

nothing to do with the music of 1970s bands like Yes, Genesis, and Emerson, Lake, and 

Palmer and their experiments with combining classical with rock music. Rather, 

“progressive” programming meant a commitment to obscure artists, or artists who 

weren’t played anywhere else, or whose music was experimental or sonically challenging 

in some way (though experimental in ways different from 1970s progressive rock, as 

explained in Chapter One). Also, “progressive” evokes a sense of vanguardism, and was 

used by the DJs and directors in this sense. The most progressive stations consciously 

avoided playing music that commercial stations played, and regularly removed artists 

from rotation who had moved from an independent to a major label. In this way, the 

progressive stations stayed one step ahead of trends in the music industry or, at least in 

the minds of station staffers, outside the commercial system, making what the DJs and 

directors felt was the best use of noncommercial radio.  

Second, the idea of “progressive” has another component. My definition of 

progressive here takes a cue from the progressive social movements of the early twentieth 
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century, in the so-called Progressive Era, who agitated for a noncommercial system of 

public media in order to advance the ideals of representative democracy. Media historian 

Jack Mitchell argues that progressive reformers “declared the profit motive incompatible 

with the public service role of media.” They were dismayed by commercial newspapers’ 

turn to the “sensationalism of yellow journalism,” Mitchell writes. “An unfettered 

commercial marketplace, they declared, destroyed a vigorous marketplace of ideas, the 

rationale behind the First Amendment to the Constitution.” Commercial media’s 

emphasis on sensational, headline-grabbing stories marginalized ideas that were perhaps 

not as entertaining, and therefore not as profitable. In other words, progressives felt 

certain social movements and ideas with broad civic import needed representation in the 

media so that they could be part of a national conversation essential to the functioning of 

a democracy. As Mitchell puts it, “Public ownership of some media fit neatly into the 

progressive ideology. No area of public life, after all, was more subject to abuse by the 

plutocracy than the mass media.” Fearful of the concentration of capital and power in 

industry, progressives “had a greater fear of concentrated power in the industries that 

defined public debate and shaped public opinion.” Mitchell notes that the progressives’ 

model of public service media guided the programming decisions of the educational 

stations that arose in the 1920s and 1930s and moved to FM in the 1940s and 1950s.4 

All of the radio stations whose archives I draw from, and almost all of the stations 

mentioned by my informants, were progressive in the twentieth-century political sense of 

the term. As educational stations, they had histories of commitments to democratic 

                                                
4 Jack Mitchell, 408-410.   
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communication and the free exchange of ideas in order to foster a more informed 

citizenry. Progressive college radio of the 1980s had inherited its mission to localism and 

representing the underrepresented from community radio of the 1960s and 1970s. In the 

time period I focus on—the 1980s—the stations under study featured news and public 

affairs programming, a holdover from both their educational origins and community radio 

inflections. Even as they became a farm system for the major record labels and 

commercial radio, progressive college radio stations in the 1980s offered news and public 

affairs programming aimed at their local communities and at representation of diverse 

voices and points of viewt. These stations were progressive because they were 

vanguardist in both the artistic and political senses.  

While “progressive” is my preferred descriptor for the type of college radio under 

analysis, another important term that I will use is “alternative.” This word is probably 

best remembered as a certain type of rock music from the early 1990s, the “alternative 

rock” of Nirvana, Soundgarden, and Nine Inch Nails, to name a few, but the word has 

other cultural meanings that predate the 1990s. As I will demonstrate in subsequent 

chapters, in the 1970s, the staff members of the progressive stations that are the focus of 

this project positioned their programming practices as alternative to commercial 

practices. For these staffers, alternative meant giving voice to the underrepresented, 

programming for the local community, and ensuring program diversity. Many 

progressive college radio DJs of the 1980s also referred to their radio programming 

practices as alternative, for much the same reasons, but they also often referred to the 

music that they played as alternative. This was because progressive college radio 



 7 

programmed content that commercial radio stations would not play. This use of the term 

constituted a conflation with the 1970s sense of it: alternative radio represented the 

underrepresented groups in a community (the 1970s sense of alternative), including 

musicians who were not signed to any record label, who had released their records 

themselves, or who were signed to an independent label. 

 Furthermore, I will sometimes use “alternative” to name the wider culture of 

which progressive college radio was a part, again, mostly in instances where my 

informants or sources name it alternative. My preferred term for that culture, however, is 

“punk.” In fact, I consider the music played on progressive college radio to be broadly 

punk, since if it was not sonically punk, it was punk-inspired. As I explain in Chapter 

One, the emergence of punk in the 1970s changed the direction of rock music, and 

spurred the development of a number of different musical genres, all of which received 

airplay on progressive college radio. Moreover, most of my informants were interested in 

punk culture and music before they became DJs, and for them becoming a DJ was a way 

to support that culture. Others became more “punk” during their tenures as DJs. Punk is 

also my preferred term because its privileging of a DIY mode of cultural production was 

one of its most radical critiques of consumer capitalism. DIY encourages democratic 

access to media production by privileging amateur aesthetics, and in the 1980s, punk 

“DIY’d” an international cultural network. Not only did progressive college radio play 

punk music on the air, it was itself a DIY apparatus, often hand-built from spare parts by 

engineering students. This is not to say progressive college radio was as radically DIY as 
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punk, but at least some of the DJs felt that what they were doing was “punk radio,” so to 

speak, hence my privileging of the term.  

It is important to make a distinction between progressive and college radio 

generally because, as Holly Kruse points out, despite a prevailing mythology among fans 

of independent music like punk, not all college stations were progressive. College radio 

was not a monolithic programming practice that embraced only one type of format.5 Out 

of some 1200-1300 stations in the United States in the 1980s, some were National Public 

Radio (NPR) affiliates run by professionals, some might be student run but followed 

commercial FM’s Album Oriented Rock (AOR) format, some solely played classical 

music or content aimed only at their campuses, some were religious stations whose 

programming reflected their universities’ religious affiliations, at least 400 played no pop 

music at all, and many did not have enough power to broadcast beyond their campuses. 

That leaves perhaps 500 or 600 progressive stations with the progressive formats.6   

THE POSSIBILITIES OF CULTURAL POLITICS 

 
Numerous scholars, including those who study youth, have examined the politics 

of culture. Many have found that youth cultures operate primarily through cultural 

politics, such as the maintenance of identity and community, the attempt to keep those 

identities and communities “subcultural” or “underground,” and a not-always-clearly 

articulated opposition to authority.  This kind of politics is what is sometimes called 

                                                
5 Kruse, 71. 
6 Kruse, 71; Pond, 85; Tom Popson, 5. 
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cultural or lifestyle politics, rooted in decisions about how to live at the level of the 

everyday. In other words, youth cultures’ counterhegemonic criticisms can be indirect. 

According to Dick Hebdige, such criticisms often can be “expressed obliquely, in style.”7 

By “style,” Hebdige means a subcultural “deviation [that] may be slight indeed—the 

cultivation of a quiff, the acquisition of a scooter or a record or a certain type of suit. But 

it ends in the construction of a style. . . .”8 Furthermore, when assembling commodities 

into styles, subcultures choose objects for their homological relationship to group values 

or “focal concerns.”9 A homology is the result of style and group values cohering in “one 

whole ensemble, embodying and expressing the group’s self-consciousness.”10 For 

example, in the 1980s, punk expressed its anger at the status quo through loud, fast music 

with shouted vocals. Similarly, there was a homology between listeners’ privileging of 

the cultural margins and their preference for progressive college radio. 

That cultural politics seem to be the primary way that the oppositional youth 

cultures of the 1980s expressed disaffiliation with dominant society is indicative of 

contemporary historical developments. Socioeconomic forces changed political 

possibilities for the so-called “baby bust” generation, who came of age in the 1980s. They 

lacked the demographic numbers11 and the safety net of economic prosperity that made 

activism or even  “dropping out” a more viable option for the baby boomers of the 

                                                
7 Hebdige, 17. 
8 Hebdige, 3. 
9 Hebdige, 114. 
10 Willis, qtd. in Clarke, 179. 
11 Gaines, “Border Crossing,” 229. 
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previous generation.12 As such, Mary Celeste Kearney finds that by the 1970s, “[Many] 

activist organizations began to privilege personal liberation through counterhegemonic 

lifestyles over direct political action, thus facilitating the development of youth-based 

countercultures in the late twentieth century.”13 

In his study of zines and zine culture, Stephen Duncombe declares the lifestyle or 

cultural politics of youth subcultures like punk “pre-political,” using a term put forth by 

Eric Hobsbawm to describe the way that subcultures are sites of experimentation with 

new ways of thinking and being.14 Furthermore, pre-political social movements “have 

something more formal ‘political’ groups sometimes lack: a close connection to lived 

experience.”15 As journalist Liisa Ladouceur writes about the lifestyle politics of punk, 

“[You] can make a difference every moment of every day, not just by protesting the 

status quo, but by actually creating an alternative universe and living in it. Punk’s 

confrontational music and dress forces others—the suits—to think about why they are 

not.”16 This type of pre-political cultural politics constitutes a “politics by example,” 

according to Duncombe, because “In our age of political cynicism, zines and other 

underground projects bear witness to alternative ways of seeing, thinking, and doing.”17  

This shift to the cultural is not exclusive to the lifestyle politics of youth cultures, 

therefore, but is part of a wider shift in Western culture, as a number of scholars suggest, 

                                                
12 Michael Brake, 94. 
13 Kearney, Girls Make Media, 56. 
14 Quoted in Duncombe, 176. 
15 Duncombe, 176. 
16 Liisa Ladouceur, "Lords of the New Church.” 
17 Duncombe, 188. 
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including Angela McRobbie.18 Lawrence Grossberg takes a step towards theorizing this 

shift by suggesting that in the US “culture leads politics.”19 The triumph of the New 

Right in the1980s was its ability to depoliticize politics by framing it as “an affective 

investment,” transforming “political struggles into ‘gut’ issues.”20 In other words, affect, 

a key component in the cultural realm, was mobilized in order to empty politics of 

meaning and instrumentality. At the same time, the New Right worked to disarticulate 

culture from any larger structures of power, so that “the place of politics [i.e. power, 

policy, governance] is transformed into a space which is inaccessible from everyday life, 

and hence it remains invisible to those within everyday life.”21 In this new climate of 

cultural politics, Craig Watkins writes, the New Right of the 1980s shifted the national 

political discussion to a focus on “values,” scapegoating people of color as a criminal 

class without values who were responsible for the economic misfortunes of whites.22 

Grossberg’s and Watkins’ arguments recall Walter Benjamin’s warning that an 

aestheticization of politics is a government’s way of using affective spectacle to distract 

its citizens from their own disenfranchisement.23 

If in the 1980s the dominant classes mobilized culture, the realm of affect, as a 

way of turning the national political discussion away from everyday life, then it makes 

sense that subordinate classes would stage counterhegemonic struggles at the cultural—

that is affective—level as well. Feelings, in other words, can have political significance, 
                                                
18 McRobbie, 412. 
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20 Grossberg, 270. 
21 Grossberg, 303. 
22 Watkins, 39. 
23 Benjamin, 241. 
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even if those feelings do not seem to articulate a clear protest or plan of action. Taking 

the expression of anger in punk, heavy metal, industrial, and rap music as his case study, 

Neil Nehring writes, “[Emotions] are rational judgments formed out of social interaction . 

. . . [Physical] sensations are just as important as verbal articulation in those 

judgments.”24 Nehring warns against maintaining a binary between feelings (body) and 

cognition (mind) when assessing political expression: “Emotion, properly understood, is 

the whole work involved in evaluating a situation: our cognitive appraisal of it, our 

physical feelings about it, and our subsequent choices in expressing our approval or 

disapproval and acting on it.”25 Because emotion in general has an evaluative component, 

anger especially has political efficacy:  

Emotion is not easily contained, though. It may include an awareness of the rules 

and norms of the status quo, but we work continually to resolve the contradiction 

between authoritarian demands and feelings we find more persuasive. The best 

evidence in the postmodern world for the existence of agency (or the active 

construction of identity) lies in ‘outlaw’ emotions, such as anger, that continually 

arise among various subcultures. Those outlaw emotions are politically subversive 

in themselves, as an ‘epistemological’ threat—if common sense about feelings 

were reconsidered, that is, the whole edifice of the prevailing ideology would be 

in peril. To indict emotional expression for lack of either political analysis 
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(reason, that is) or direct political action (as in passive ressentiment) is simply 

wrong.26  

Moreover, as Grossberg, Watkins, and Benjamin note above, the ruling classes 

recognize the importance of emotion in winning consent from the ruled, maintaining 

hegemony through appeals to emotion, not simply through appeals to “express beliefs.”27 

Simultaneously, authority’s ridicule of the anger of subordinate groups “confirms the 

danger it poses to authority” and “indicates the actual political significance of emotion.”28 

Since emotion plays a part in judgment, the anger of subordinate groups—like youth—is 

an emergent evaluation and critique of the world, including the world of social relations. 

Therefore, authority deafens itself to such critiques of its claim to legitimacy by 

dismissing anger as so much incoherent, animalistic braying. That emotional expression 

might not fully articulate a political position is in fact part of its subversive potential, not 

its liability because, “irreducible to language, half-formed feelings thus have a freer field 

of operation.”29 

Despite this shift towards cultural politics, it is worth being on the lookout for 

punk and progressive college radio’s engagement with topical political issues. Certainly 

punk bands sang vehement protests against Reagan, nuclear war, sexism, imperialism, 

racism, and police brutality and DIY is nothing less than an attempt to change the social 

relations of media production. Progressive college radio, taking a cue from community 
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radio, programmed fairly radical news and public affairs programs. Michael Brake calls 

this kind of political engagement “radicalism which, by focusing on economic and 

political exploitation, has a less generalized cultural attack.”30  

Still, cultural politics are often the preferred mode among youth cultures, even 

though a desire for social change through lived politics exists in tension with the 

necessity of political instrumentality. For example, Brake and Duncombe both comment 

on the fact that even though bohemian youth cultures might critique dominant society, 

they often find radical instrumental and topical politics an impediment to the “honest and 

visceral politics” of “personal connection, individuality, and authentic action.”31 This in 

turn leaves them with no way to enact the social transformations to which they give lip 

service. The utopianism expressed by the zine-makers in Duncombe’s study stems from 

“disgust with traditional politics in which ideology and policy are separated from 

people’s lives.  Because the idea of doing something to get something else is identified 

with self-serving careerism or the profit-driven logic of the market, all forms of 

instrumentality are suspect.”32  The tensions between cultural and instrumental politics 

within radical youth cultures suggest multiple ways of thinking about how punk and 

progressive college radio at times flow more in the direction of cultural politics, or more 

in the direction of instrumental politics, or back and forth between the two, or whether or 

not this politics of youth cultures suggest some new kind of politics altogether. 
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In considering culture as a site of political engagement for youth, it is worth 

thinking about the role of the cultural margins in the lives of youth cultures. Linda Andes 

writes that “feeling different” and being perceived as different from “normal others” 

leads young people to subcultures like punk.33 Moreover, some progressive college radio 

listeners might be cultural producers themselves who use the medium to promote their 

“unfamiliar” work, just as station staff might have been drawn to work at a station due to 

a felt sense of difference.  My point here is that progressive college radio and the radical 

media culture of which it was a part privileged the margins, what the majority of radio 

listeners would consider unfamiliar.  

This carving out of air space and social space on the margins has, as bell hooks 

argues, radical possibilities. Living on the margins shapes perception in such a way that 

social subjects are aware at all times of the existence of the center, and this constant 

reminder that social life has an inside and outside sharpens critical faculties. Marginality, 

then, is a “site of radical possibility, a space of resistance. . . a central location for the 

production of a counter-hegemonic discourse that is not just found in words but habits of 

being and the way one lives.”34  Furthermore, hooks refuses to disavow the margin even 

as she moves to the center (due to graduate school and professional life). It is “a site one 

stays in, clings to even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the 
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possibility of radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, 

new worlds.”35  

Similarly, Nancy Fraser notes that certain groups of individuals are barred from 

the kind of democratic discourse of Jürgen Habermas’s rational public sphere. She says, 

“I propose to call these subaltern counterpublics in order to signal that they are parallel 

discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate 

counterdiscourses, so as to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, 

interests, and needs.”36 Moreover, detractors of radical media cultures, or what is usually 

called alternative media, often criticize them for retreating from public life. On the one 

hand, progressive college radio certainly privileged the unfamiliar, as noted above, 

keeping the forces of commodification at bay as well as appealing to those looking for 

obscure cultural artifacts. On the other hand, because they were on the airwaves, and 

because they were cultural producers, station staff saw themselves as posing 

counterhegemonic challenges to dominant culture. Indeed, Fraser says, 

The point is that, in stratified societies, subaltern counterpublics have a dual 

character. On the one hand, they function as spaces of withdrawal and 

regroupment; on the other hand, they also function as bases and safe training 

grounds for agitational activities directed toward wider publics. It is precisely in 

the dialectic between these two functions that their emancipatory potential 

resides. This dialectic enables subaltern counterpublics partially to offset, 
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although not wholly to eradicate, the unjust participatory privileges enjoyed by 

members of dominant social groups in stratified societies.37 

Both the concept of the radical margin and the concept of the subaltern 

counterpublic are useful for thinking about the cultural milieu of which progressive 

college radio was a part. Subterranean enclaves provided places for experimenting with 

cultural production away from the prying eyes of the commercial culture industries and 

adults in general. The titles of several publications stress the importance of the idea of the 

marginal counterpublic to punk culture, such as Duncombe’s Notes from Underground, 

Michael Azerrad’s Our Band Could Be Your Life: Scenes form the American Indie Rock 

Underground 1981-1991, and Noise from the Underground: A Secret History of 

Alternative Rock, a collection by photographer Michael Lavine. Progressive college radio 

stations, with their weak transmitters and frequency allocations on the left side of the dial, 

were aural subterranean enclaves, where station staff and their listeners could seize the 

airwaves and represent themselves. 

There were limits to the extent which progressive college radio and punk culture 

in the 1980s were progressive. The preference for the cultural margins and obscure music 

not to mention a sense of secretiveness smacks of elitism. Being part of a “secret” culture 

is not unlike belonging to a exclusive s club. Extending Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of 

cultural capital, Sarah Thornton writes about the elitism of youth subcultures. She notes 

that just as their parents shore up cultural capital, so youth shore up subcultural capital in 
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order to make distinctions between themselves and those outside the subculture.38 Similar 

to high art discourse, subcultures scorn the mass mediation of their insider knowledge, 

though where high art discourses deride the downward movement of art into pop, 

subcultures deride the upward movement of elite underground culture into mass 

acceptance.39 According to Thornton, such derision of an undifferentiated mainstream has 

less to do with resistance to domination and incorporation and more to do with the 

subculture’s need to define itself as whatever the mainstream is not. 

Thornton’s work is important to the present project because progressive college 

radio stations in the 1980s were highly conscious of their relationship to corporate 

commercial media, as evidenced, at the very least, by programming decisions that 

dictated that any record that received commercial airplay could not receive college 

airplay. To use Thornton’s terminology, they guarded against the upward movement of 

subculture into mass acceptance. Moreover, as part of the independent music community, 

progressive college station staff produced and reproduced itself through the dichotomized 

underground/mainstream discourse common to numerous youthful taste cultures. 

 Furthermore, like the punk cultures of which they were a part, college radio DJs 

often flaunted their subcultural capital by playing ever more obscure music, especially as 

a way of challenging and educating their listeners, thus demonstrating their cutting edge 

tastes. Of course, most of these listeners were searching for challenging sounds already, 

so that challenging sounds were a way for both the stations and their audiences to 
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distinguish themselves from the “straights.” Station staff and audiences were united as an 

alternative nation by the fact that they disliked mainstream music and by the fact that 

they knew that the outside world hated their music. Liking what you know everyone else 

will hate is a particular method youth cultures, especially punk, employ to maintain 

boundaries between in groups and out groups.40 Such snobbishness and elitism is 

essential to the kind of distinctions through which youth subcultures maintain their 

scenes, as Thornton argues, and sometimes 1980s progressive college DJs added a patina 

of pedagogy to their subcultural capital by playing what the listenership “needs” to 

hear—what is “good” for it—rather than what it wants to hear. Even Stephen Duncombe, 

who is at pains to measure the political nature of zines and alternative culture, 

acknowledges “the underground pits ‘us’ against ‘them,’ its identity being contingent on 

this distinction.”41 Cultural historian Bradford Martin also recognizes the “exclusionary 

impulses” of what he calls post-punk culture (his use of this term is analogous to my use 

of punk in that he refers to the same cultural phenomena and artifacts as I do): “Different 

subsets of post-punk, ‘hardcore’ being the most obvious, periodically displayed hostility 

to those who did not live up to rigid strictures on punk authenticity.”42   

In addition to elitism, another non-progressive element of progressive college 

radio in the 1980s was its vertical organization. All the stations in this study had general 

managers, program directors, and music directors as well as the directors of public 

relations and news programming. Many alternative media scholars argue that to provide a 
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real counterhegemonic critique, media must not only broadcast radical content, but must 

also be radically organized. At stake for alternative media scholar Ted Coopman is the 

potential of alternative media, or what he calls free media, for “critiquing the often 

invisible systems and assumptions that form the foundation of our society” on a holistic 

rather than issue-by-issue basis.43  This dissent cannot happen if media are tied to 

advertisers, federal regulation, or organizational conservatism. 44 Like Coopman, Chris 

Atton argues that non-professional, horizontal, and collective organizational forms are 

part of alternative media’s transformation of social relations and modes of production.45 

Not only were progressive college radio stations in the 1980s not horizontally organized, 

as later chapters will show, music directors often used their positions to coerce DJs to 

play certain types of music, validating Coopman’s concern that institutionally supported 

alternative or radical media simply reproduce hegemonic social relations, even if such 

media produce radical content.46   

It is important, therefore, to recognize that not every member of the US punk 

scene in the 1980s and not every progressive college DJ was a card-carrying left-wing 

activist. While my evidence does not demonstrate conservative affiliations, it is possible 

that the DJs or directors leaned in conservative direction, or as suggested above, DJs or 

directors operated in an authoritarian way. However, I also am not the first researcher to 

have both been a member of the US punk community in the 1980s and to notice an 
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attenuated progressive tendency within it. Martin finds that 1980s post-punk culture 

contains progressive strands, ”Though ultimately, multiple political impulses existed 

simultaneously among fans, exposing the gulf between culture and politics, and 

suggesting the extent to which a musical genre can unify its fans is in many respects 

limited.” He continues:  

Post-punk music constituted a form of oppositional culture, whose opposition 

focused in part on the conservative policies of the Reagan and Bush 

administrations. This opposition possessed both political and stylistic dimensions. 

People involved in post-punk did not dress the same way or share the same values 

as their peers who embraced the era’s dominant social values. . . . Yet it would be 

an overstatement to suggest a post-punk community unified in liberal-to-radical 

beliefs that conflicted with the decade’s dominant political culture.47 

Through his own ethnographic interviews and a discourse analysis of the letters to the 

editor in the punk zines Maximum Rock ‘n’ Roll and Flipside, Martin argues that post-

punk fans often articulated their opposition to racism, sexism, conspicuous consumption, 

US involvement in Central America, right wing punks, and a concern with boycotting 

products linked to corporate predation on the environment and support of US militarism. 

He also notes that there was some activism, as when punk bands organized the Rock 

Against Reagan Tour.48 Yet this does not mean that the US post-punk was consistently 

activist or organized: 
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Post-punk fans ultimately exemplified ambiguous attitudes toward politics. In one 

sense, they displayed a gut-level impulse to reject any interest in politics— 

perhaps suggesting that post-punk might be more accurately regarded as 

alternative rather than oppositional—yet upon self-reflection, fans often proved 

willing to identify specific political issues that they felt were important and even 

became engaged on their behalf. This ambiguity suggests a much more complex 

picture of post-punk fans than the mediated rhetoric of, for instance, Time’s 1990 

cover story depicting the ‘‘twenty-something’’ generation as politically 

apathetic.49  

 Though post-punk culture gave its participants a way to articulate their opposition 

to not just mainstream music and culture, especially Reaganism, Martin acknowledges 

that this community was quite marginal, though he provides no quantitative data to show 

total population of the community. He notes that sales of post-punk records were quite 

small, limiting the reach of post-punk musicians. Though opposed to much of what 

Reagan stood for, post-punk produced no social movement large enough or powerful 

enough to make visible its opposition to a wider public and possibly encourage that 

public to vote Reagan out of office. Likewise, while progressive college radio DJs, 

themselves a part of post-punk (or my term, punk) culture, may have held progressive or 

even radical left political views, this was never a given, as much of my evidence will 

show. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF COLLEGE RADIO 

 
A comprehensive history of US college radio is beyond the scope of this project, 

but a brief overview offers important context. While I use the term “progressive college 

radio” to distinguish a particular kind of university radio station of the 1980s, college 

radio did not suddenly appear out of thin air in that decade, nor were the 1980s the first 

time college radio offered a progressive cultural alternative to commercial broadcasting. 

Rather, universities, usually led by physics and engineering students and faculty, were at 

the forefront of developing the technology of radio.50 In 1916, 9XM at the University of 

Wisconsin was the first college station on the air, and by 1922, seventy-four stations had 

joined it.51 By 1925, the number would jump to 128,52 including those at the midwestern 

land grant universities.53   Moreover, during the late 1920s and early 1930s, when the 

United States was figuring out just how to fund and legislate radio, university radio 

stations were part of a broadcast reform movement that struggled to establish an 

alternative to the slowly-reifying system of commercial broadcasting. In other words, 

whether culturally or technologically, throughout its history, college radio has in some 

way been “progressive.”54 

By the time the broadcast boom—also known as the radio craze—hit the United 

States in the 1920s, modern, advertising-based broadcasting as we know it was just on the 

horizon. Early in the decade, other privately controlled stations besides universities were 
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applying for licenses and filling up the ether. These included non-profit stations owned 

by labor unions and churches, as well as for-profit stations owned by auto dealers, 

department stores, newspapers, and the Radio Trust, a patent pool made up of RCA, 

AT&T, GE, and Westinghouse, which held a government granted monopoly to 

manufacture and sell radio receiving and transmitting equipment.55 While university 

stations ran evening adult education programming, the for-profit stations used radio to 

attract customers. At this point in time, however, advertising-based commercial 

broadcasting of the type that would define mainstream US media for the rest of the 

twentieth century barely existed. The Radio Trust counted on making profits from radio 

equipment sales, not advertising time, and broadcasters worried that advertisements 

would drive away listeners.56 This worry did not last long. 

As media historian Robert McChesney demonstrates, in the period from 1927 to 

1934, the federal government naturalized the advertising-based broadcasting system and 

slowly squeezed out educational broadcasting. The Radio Trust lobbied the government 

to limit licensing, arguing that fewer stations with more power could better serve the 

needs of the entire country. In response, the government established the Federal Radio 

Commission (FRC) with the passage of the Radio Act of 1927which also declared the 

famous admonition that licenses would be granted only to those broadcasters who would 

serve the “public convenience, interest, and necessity.”57 Unfortunately for college radio, 

according to RCA and other corporations eager to get in on the radio game, services like 
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college or church radio were specialty or “propaganda” stations, and the FRC agreed. By 

contrast, in what Lawrence Soley calls a “rhetorical deception,” the FRC declared the 

commercial stations “general public service” broadcasters, even though the advertisers 

who supported these stations had (and still have) a special interest, namely, in the selling 

of listeners’ ears to advertisers.58   

College radio suffered because it was considered a special interest service, and 

because most universities were unable to provide the kind of technically superior, 

“quality” broadcasting of the commercial stations. In the Radio Act of 1927, the FRC had 

decided to make the licensing of stations capable of delivering technically superior 

broadcasts a priority. This meant that not only were there fewer licenses to go around, but 

those college radio stations that were either newly-licensed or still on the air were 

relegated to limited hours and less-favorable frequencies. Some were forced to share 

frequencies with commercial stations, which took the better broadcasting hours before 

eventually taking all the hours and all of the frequencies in costly court battles that wore 

down the resources of the college stations.  Along with religious and labor stations, most 

college stations were denied license renewal, until by1937 only 38 remained on the air. 

When Congress, concerned about the public interest, expressed alarm at the lack of 

noncommercial stations and suggested that the recently-formed (in the Communications 

Act of 1934) Federal Communications Commission (FCC) set aside some frequencies for 
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“nonprofit radio programs,” the FCC argued that no specialty stations were needed since 

commercial stations provided plenty of educational programming.59   

The number of college radio stations continued to decline throughout the 1930s—

less than thirty were on the air by the end of the decade—and educational broadcasting 

did not recover until the end of the 1940s, when the FCC allocated 88-92 Mhz on the FM 

band for educational stations. The FCC actually had begun assigning FM frequencies in 

1940, but froze station allocations for the duration of World War II, which slowed FM’s 

development. As an incentive to get more FM operators on the air, the FCC lowered the 

minimum wattage for licensing from 250 to ten watts, making it possible for universities 

to start stations on a shoestring budget. Once again, college radio broke new 

technological ground and found itself on the cutting edge of an alternative to commercial 

AM radio: as the 10 watt FM stations proliferated, they introduced an ever increasing 

audience to FM’s sonic superiority over AM. At the same time, much of noncommercial 

FM’s audience was made up of yet another generation of amateur inventors. The 

audiophiles of the 1950s were already aware of FM’s superiority and built custom high-

fidelity stereo systems in their homes in order to reproduce the clear signals coming from 

university and other noncommercial FM radio stations. Throughout the next thirty years, 

college radio stations would continue to improve their signals by increasing their 

operating power and, eventually, broadcasting in stereo.60  
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If it was noncommercial and located at the left of the dial, college radio in the 

1950s was not associated with any particular kind of music in the same way it would be 

associated with alternative music in the 1980s. As Elizabeth Hansen points out, music 

was not a “central part of [college radio’s] mission” in the 1950s, even though at this time 

it emphasized programming not featured on commercial stations.61 A program guide from 

the late 1950s for Northwestern University’s station declared, “The basic philosophy at 

WNUR is threefold: one, to provide a service for the culturally-minded listeners; two, to 

reflect the University; and three, to provide a training ground for students in Radio-TV 

and other interested students.”62 Within its discourse of cultural uplift, WNUR, like most 

college stations in the 1950s, broadcast adult education, recorded theatrical productions, 

national and local news and public affairs, and college sports. Of course, even though it 

was not central to college radio, music had a place on the playlist as well: program guides 

from the late 1950s and early 1960s show a predominance of classical, but also list shows 

devoted to folk, jazz, and Broadway show tunes.63  

From the available evidence, rock music would not show up on college radio 

playlists until the late 1960s, and then only at certain times, such as the afternoon or late 

at night.64 For example, as late as 1966, WNUR forbade rock programming. 65 However, 

a 1967 WNUR program guide lists Spirit of ’67, a show that featured “one and a half 
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hours of top pop music and no commercials.”66  “Top pop” may have referred to Top 40, 

but if WNUR is an indicator, by 1969 college radio began to experiment with “the 

underground sound” of rock music.67 In fact, radio historians Peter Fornatale and Joshua 

Mills point out that there is disagreement over whether the independent, underground FM 

stations of the late 1960s imitated college radio’s progressive, free-form rock 

programming, or whether the reverse is true.68  In a WNUR DJ manual from the early 

1970s, one program director writes that college radio may have copied underground FM, 

but it was there to take up the underground torch, as underground FM became formatted 

Album-Oriented Rock (AOR) radio. Furthermore, this same director marks the moment 

college radio makes music central to its mission: “We would take our music very 

seriously. We would intelligently program music in whatever form . . . rock, jazz, 

classical, country, bluegrass, show [tunes]. Our announcers would be chosen FIRST for 

their taste and secondly for their ‘dynamic radio voice.’”69  

Throughout this period, even as college radio gradually made the commitment to 

rock programming, rock music played on college radio was just that. There were no such 

musical genres as “college rock” or “alternative rock” in the 1970s. The music industry 

took little notice of university stations,70 and newspaper articles about college radio from 

the 1970s focus on children’s programming, oldies shows, student involvement, and 

equipment upgrades, topics which characterized journalistic framing of college radio 
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since its inception.71 Though program guides listed rock—and jazz, and bluegrass, and 

classical—shows, and one station even proclaimed its programming as “Classical by 

Day, Rock By Night” on the cover of its programming guide,72 as late as 1979, journalists 

did not place much emphasis on music in their articles about college radio.73 It would not 

be until the very early 1980s that the press—and the music industry—took notice of 

progressive college radio, which I will discuss further in Chapter Two.  

Sometime in the late 1970s, punk joined the playlists on college radio and 

cemented the relationship between college radio and music. Music journalists Gina 

Arnold and Ira Robbins describe how the post-psychedelic music of the Grateful Dead 

and Pink Floyd dominated college playlists up to the mid-1970s.74 Punk and new wave 

crept into the stations via late night specialty shows, like Max Grant and Marilyn Mock’s 

M&M Show, which went on the air in 1978 at KTRU at Rice University in Houston, TX. 

Furthermore, the arrival in 1978 of the trade publication College Music Journal (CMJ) 

“was the first national acknowledgement of a relationship between college radio and 

music.”75  CMJ also helped to establish the connection between progressive college radio 

and alternative music by demonstrating to the music industry that progressive college 

radio was playing music that no one else would play.  

While it is clear that punk showed up on college radio in the late 1970s, it is not 

clear how. As explained below, in the late 1970s, major labels were not sending free 
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records to the stations, and some punk acts were on major labels, like the Sex Pistols and 

the Clash. Presumably the stations had to buy their own records or DJs had to bring their 

personal copies to their shows. As to the independent labels, there is some evidence that 

they were sending records to some college stations. Calvin Johnson remembers the Los 

Angeles punk label Dangerhouse sending its seven-inch 45rpm records to KAOS in the 

late 1970s, which is how he first heard California punk bands like the Dils, X, and 

Avengers.76 Unfortunately, at this juncture, it is unclear how many independent labels 

besides Dangerhouse were sending records to which stations, or how they discovered 

progressive college radio in the first place. 

By the early 1980s, when the music industry recognized its usefulness in selling 

records, progressive college radio played an eclectic array of music. Indeed, in addition to 

punk, progressive college station playlists included music from different African nations 

and regions, reggae, synth-pop, jazz, industrial noise, rap, funk, blues, bluegrass, country, 

surf, European, Chinese, and Indian classical music, Tuvan throat music, traditional Thai 

music, thrash metal, death metal, electronic dance music, folk and anti-folk, to name 

some examples. However, for a number of reasons, punk rock’s importance to 

progressive college radio cannot be underestimated, which I will discuss in Chapter One.  

THE METHODOLOGY AND ITS LIMITATIONS 

 
The impetus for this project comes from personal experience. I found my 

participants through social networks of which I have been a part for the last thirty years. I 
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was a daytime DJ at KXLU at Loyola Marymount University  from 1983 to 1987. In my 

last year, I served as Club and Concert Director, procuring tickets or guest list spots from 

club owners and promoters in the Los Angeles area for on-air ticket giveaways. I also 

hosted the late-night Spoken Words live poetry program, which I continued until the 

summer of 1988, one year after my graduation in 1987. It was not unusual for DJs to 

continue working at the station after they were no longer students. KXLU DJ Señor 

Amor, who is quoted at length in Chapter Four, still hosts The Molotov Cocktail Hour, a 

late-night program that he took over from another DJ in the late 1980s. For my 

interviews, I called on many of my old KXLU colleagues. The friendships we had formed 

during our tenures at KXLU continued into our adult lives, and I remained in touch with 

this group of former DJs and directors. In some cases, I had not remained in touch with 

those who became my interviewees, but via social networking sites like MySpace and 

Facebook, they coincidentally sought me out just as I was beginning to look for 

participants and agreed to be interviewed.  

 My experience as a KXLU staffer fed into my experiences as a musician in the 

American punk rock underground, and I used my contacts within this community to find 

participants as well. I formed my first band, Distorted Pony (1986-1994), with three other 

KXLU DJs. We met Calvin Johnson when his first band, Beat Happening, played live on 

KXLU in the late 1980s. In the early 1990s, Distorted Pony shared a few bills with Beat 

Happening. It was around this time that I found out that Johnson was also a college radio 

DJ, which is why years later I contacted him for this study. I continued to play in bands 

when I moved to Austin, Texas, in the mid-1990s and made many more friends on the 
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Austin punk scene. When I was planning this project, I mentioned it to musician and non-

musician members of the community and they would recommend I contact friends of 

theirs who had been college radio DJs in the 1980s. In a snowball effect (a standard 

empirical methodology for gathering participants in a study), these former DJs in turn 

would recommend former DJs that they knew, giving me yet one or two more contacts.  

 I found an unexpected source for participants through the University of Texas at 

Austin. I was a General Libraries staff worker from 1996-2001, and many of my fellow 

staffers were musicians or part of the Austin punk or avant-garde music communities. 

Many of them were from Houston, Texas, and some of these had either attended Rice 

University or were fans of its radio station, KTRU. These people gave me the names of 

former KTRU staffers to look up. In the mid-2000s, through some graduate school 

friends, I met yet another KTRU listeners who suggested former DJs for me to contact.  

 One last source of participants was the message board on the website for Punk 

Planet magazine. Punk Planet ceased publishing a print edition and tried to survive as an 

electronic magazine for a short time. This venture failed, but the publishers maintained 

the website for a few years, including its Internet forum. As a Punk Planet reader, I 

reached out to those on the forum, posting a call for participants for this study. This call 

only yielded one participant, but he was very helpful to the project.  

Four radio stations comprised my primary objects of study: KSPC at Pomona 

College in Claremont, California; KTRU at Rice University in Houston, Texas; KXLU at 

Loyola-Marymount University in Los Angeles, California; and WNUR at Northwestern 

University in Chicago, Illinois. All of these are private universities, and Loyola-
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Marymount is a Catholic institution, run by the Society for Jesus, better known as the 

Jesuits. At the time of this research, enrollment data—total student population as well as 

breakdown by major, ethnicity, and gender—were not readily available for the 1980s, but 

it is safe to say that their populations were—and are—much smaller than those of public 

universities like Texas or Michigan. Loyola Marymount, Pomona, and Rice remain small 

schools, with roughly less than 10,000 students, while Northwestern has roughly upwards 

of 10,000.  

The libraries at these universities house the station archives, from which I drew 

heavily. The archival materials allowed me to add primary sources to the secondary 

sources that comprise the history of college radio below. From the archival documents, I 

was able to trace the development of progressive college radio programming. KSPC, 

KTRU, KXLU, and WNUR all developed along similar trajectories as other college radio 

stations, as described in the history above. Moreover, I was looking for kinds of 

discourses that station staff mobilized to frame their decisions about programming and 

other operations. I wanted to understand how station DJs and directors in the 1980s 

understood the role of progressive college radio. More specifically, I was looking for the 

ways that station staffers conceptualized “alternative,” how they perceived their stations 

as alternative, and how these conceptions dovetailed with or might be connected to punk 

discourses about cultural production. I drew on documents from the stations’ archives 

dating back to the 1950s. The older documents, strictly from a historical standpoint, were 

useful in establishing and understanding the development of college radio.  The archives 

dating from the 1970s through the 1980s inform the bulk of this project.  Through 
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discourse and some content analysis, I analyzed program playlists, station histories, 

program guides, both formal and informal internal station memos, newspaper clippings, 

DJ schedules, DJ training guides, station histories, and newsclippings about the stations. 

These documents offer a picture of the ways that radio station staffers would argue over 

the operations of their stations and the music that their stations were playing or not 

playing.  

Another set of documents came from the Harold Washington Library in Chicago. 

This library houses a large collection of back issues of CMJ. This is the primary trade 

publication used by college radio stations. Music directors from the various stations 

would report to CMJ, listing what their stations were playing over a bi-weekly period. 

CMJ would then publish the reported playlists. These playlists, while sometimes 

criticized for reproducing the structure of the commercial radio system by creating an 

alternative chart system, nonetheless provide a picture of what college radio stations were 

playing throughout the 1980s. CMJ also provided an open forum called “Dialogues” 

where music directors could communicate with each other and various major and 

independent record label representatives. Through discourse analysis, I examined the 

ways the “Dialogues” forum was used to debate the purpose and direction of college 

radio.  CMJ was also useful for me because it saved me from having to travel more than I 

did. I was able to understand what different stations were playing just by looking at the 

CMJ playlists rather than having to visit numerous stations.  

In addition to researching archival documents, I also interviewed former DJ.  

Some of these former DJs had worked at the same stations that had provided me with 
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archive materials. Others worked at stations not covered by the archives. The interviews 

produced some fruitful information, and those whom I quote most were the most 

forthcoming and eager to share ideas. Some DJs were more reluctant to speak to me, or 

maybe did not find that my questions resonated with their own experiences, and so do not 

appear here with as much frequency as others.  

One limitation of the research method was that, as a graduate student, I did not 

have funds or time enough to visit as many archives as I would have liked, and so I was 

able to visit only the four station archives used in this project. That these stations 

belonged to private universities is partly coincidental since my data set was shaped by 

logistical considerations. I decided which stations to study and archives to visit partially 

based on proximity to free accommodations. For this reason, this project favors radio 

stations located at private universities in the west and mid-west, since I have friends and 

family in Chicago and Los Angeles and Houston is a three-hour drive from Austin.  The 

research limitations might give the impression that progressive college radio stations 

were only located at private universities, but this is not the case.  For example, one of the 

DJs whom I interviewed for this project worked at KCOU at the University of Missouri, 

Columbia. WUOG at the University of Georgia, Athens, was another important 

progressive station, as was KJHK at the University of Kansas, Lawrence. These stations 

brought punk to geographically isolated college towns. In some cases, a progressive 

college radio station was part of a local punk scene’s infrastructure, especially in isolated 

places. When I became a touring musician in the early 1990s, my bands followed a cross-

country touring itinerary—established in the 1980s—based on the location of progressive 
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college radio stations.  In Bozeman, Montana, my band played live on the air at KGLT at 

Montana State. We played a party outside of Iowa City thanks in part to the punk scene 

infrastructure supported by KRUI at the University of Iowa.  

Not all progressive stations were located at geographically isolated public 

universities, however. Another one of the DJs I interview in these pages was a DJ at 

WJUL, at the University of Massachusetts, Lowell.  Moreover, KALX at University of 

California, Berkeley, KCSB at the University of California, Santa Barbara, and KCR at 

California State University, San Diego, were part of a west coast network of support for 

punk music and culture. As indicated above, I simply did not have time or funds to visit 

them. In the Los Angeles area, there certainly are progressive college stations, but for 

other reasons I did not include them in this study. KCSN at California State University 

Northridge did feature progressive programming with a punk inflection in the 1980s, but 

the university archives contain almost no KCSN materials, and therefore, given the 

logistical constraints, I decided to devote my energy to stations with richer archives.  

Moreover, it is valuable to note that in two out of three urban areas I visited, the 

stations with the most punk-influenced programming all belonged to private universities. 

In Los Angeles, for example, KLON at California State University Long Beach was 

primarily a blues and jazz station in the 1980s. Given that my definition of progressive 

includes a community radio model in which the radio station broadcasts beyond its 

campus, I did not look into archival materials for the University of California at Los 

Angeles’s radio station, which broadcast only on campus. In Houston, KTRU was the 

only progressive college radio station in the city in the 1980s. In Chicago, WZRD is the 
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progressive radio station for the public Northeastern Illinois University that supported the 

Chicago punk scene, but the other progressive stations in the area, besides WNUR, 

belong to private universities, for example WHPK at the University of Chicago, WLUW 

at Loyola University, and WCRX at Columbia College. Even in urban areas that I did not 

visit, the stations that did the most to bring punk rock to the airwaves in the 1980s were 

located at private universities. Some of the DJs I interviewed for this project grew up in 

the Boston area and first heard punk music on MIT’s WMBR or Boston College’s 

WZBC, for example.  If there is a specific reason why the most punk college radio 

stations in urban areas were located at private rather than public universities, the evidence 

I have accumulated does not indicate that reason and raises questions that fall outside the 

scope of this project.  Nonetheless, all of theses stations, be they at public or private 

institutions, deserve study, and perhaps as a professional scholar, I will be able to explore 

their archives. Their histories would flesh out this study. 

Now, as in the 1980s, the universities that own the primary stations in this study 

are predominantly white schools. This dissertation does not take into account the role of 

historically black universities in progressive college programming in the 1980s. As I 

explained above, logistical reasons kept me from visiting as many radio station archives 

as I would have liked, but also, from my evidence, it is difficult to determine how many 

historically black colleges had radio stations in the 1980s. The CMJ issues that I have, 

which is an incomplete set from 1985-1989, do not list reporting radio stations from 

black schools. This is not to say that there were none, simply that my evidence does not 

show them.  
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Another, perhaps more important limitation I found in the archives themselves.  

Program guides reveal that all the progressive college stations studied in this dissertation 

featured programming by and for racial and sexual minorities and women alongside 

white, straight male artists. For example, two Latino students at Loyola-Marymount 

University founded Alma del Barrio in 1973. The program is a series of English- and 

Spanish- language shows focusing on salsa, merengue, and other Latin music, as well as 

Latino culture generally.  By the 1980s, the program had taken over all daytime slots on 

Saturdays and Sundays, and continues in those slots to this day. Beginning in the late 

1970s, KXLU ran In Black America and Jazz Nite Flight, which were programs aimed at 

the African American community in Los Angeles. In Chicago in the early 1980s, a black 

Northwestern University student named Eric Hewett started a show called Reggae on 

Radio. The Chicago Reader named Hewett best DJ and his show best radio show of 

1981. A 1978 KXLU program guide announces a special fourteen-week series called 

Female Mystique, hosted by a male DJ but spotlighting female musicians from numerous 

genres. KTRU featured a show called Women’s Music in the late 1980s. Punk-folk 

musician Lois Maffeo hosted Your Dream Girl in the early 1980s at KAOS at the 

Evergreen State College in Olympia, WA.77 Later in the decade, KAOS DJ Tobi Vail, 

who would go on to fame as the bassist in the Riot Grrrl band Bikini Kill, also hosted a 

women’s music program.78  

                                                
77 Maffeo, e-mail interview by author. 
78 Vail, e-mail interview by author. 
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Aside from hosting radio shows, women and people of color served as directors of 

progressive college radio stations in significant numbers. A simple count of faces from 

program guides, newspaper articles, and station staff photos beginning in the late 1970s 

demonstrates this. In many of the newspaper clippings I found, these directors are the 

primary informants. This seems remarkable, given that, if counting faces from earlier 

articles, especially the 1950s and early 1960s, most station staffers are white males. 

However, the archive of 1980s progressive college radio simultaneously gives voice to 

and silences the women and minorities of progressive college radio. It proves that they 

held important positions on the staff, but it does not discuss how they got there, or what it 

might have been like to be in the minority on the staff, or how the presence of women 

and people of color in progressive college radio reflected the in-roads of the civil rights 

movements of the 1960s or identity politics studies emerging in college curricula. It is a 

great disappointment to me that I have not addressed these issues in this dissertation, but I 

hope to correct that in the future.  

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN 

 
 Chapter One locates progressive college radio within its historical context. It 

traces three historical threads. The first thread consists of two parts. The first part focuses 

on Reaganism as a political phenomenon, particularly in the area of media policy. 

Informed by the communications policy scholarship of Patricia Aufderheide and Jeremy 

Tunstall, and the histories of public radio of William Barlow and Ralph Engleman, this 

section examines the ideological shift in governance represented by the rise of the New 
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Right and its notion of deregulation. Whereas prior to the 1980s communications 

regulation had operated under the assumption that the government is the trustee of the 

public interest, the New Right mobilized the discourse of deregulation to change the 

terms of policy conversation, positioning the public as consumers and its interest as best 

served by the marketplace. This shift had a profound effect on government funding and 

legal protection of public and community radio, and would create a cultural climate 

hostile to the democratic impulses of college radio. 

 The second part of the Reagan thread focuses on Reagan as a cultural 

phenomenon, particularly the way Reagan represented to his supporters a reassertion of 

America’s greatness. This section draws on the journalism of Nicolaus Mills, the media 

scholarship of Jane Feuer, Susan Jeffords, and Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner, and 

the Reagan scholarship of James Combs, Arnold Vedlitz, and Mary E. Stuckey. It 

examines the way Reagan and his handlers wove a myth of American exceptionalism that 

was intended to magically soothe anxieties generated by shifts in the nation’s economic 

base. The chapter considers how cultural Reaganism attempted to erase the radicalism of 

the 1960s and 1970s by privileging an image of a culture of triumph.  

Though college radio would program the more experimental genres of rock music 

throughout the 1970s, punk would set the stage for its emergence as a distinct radio 

format in the 1980s. Therefore, the second historical thread in this chapter next traces 

punk’s history into the 1980s. Drawing on the scholarship of Dave Laing and Lauraine 

LeBlanc and the music journalism of Jon Savage, this section of Chapter One focuses on 

the elements of this cultural phenomenon that both informed and reflected progressive 
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college radio’s practices and programming ethos in the 1980s. In this section I also 

examine the music that would develop in the wake of punk. All of these musics would 

receive airplay on progressive college radio. Some of them, like new wave, new pop or 

new romantic, the jangly guitar pop of REM and the Smiths, and the synth-pop of New 

Order and Depeche Mode, would become popular 1980s mainstream styles that first 

received airplay on progressive college radio. Other musics, like hardcore punk, the more 

experimental types of post-punk, industrial, noise, goth, Oi punk, and anarcho-punk, 

would not become popular mainstream music but would continue to receive airplay on 

progressive college radio throughout the 1980s. Through these musics, progressive 

college radio distinguished itself from commercial radio. 

The third and final historical thread looks at the culture of punk in the 1980s and 

how it deviated from cultural Reaganism. Drawing on the work of Mary Celeste Kearney, 

George McKay, Stephen Duncombe, Holly Kruse, and Michel De Certeau, this section 

looks especially at how the DIY ethos enabled a certain sector of American youth to 

fashion a whole culture of production, one that would privilege a different set of aesthetic 

standards from the dominant culture.  

 Chapter Two begins by examining the ways the dominant culture in the US 

represented youth in the 1980s. I use Stephen Duncombe’s and journalist Thomas 

Frank’s descriptions of how, until the early 1990s, participants in the US punk scene felt 

the mainstream marginalized them almost to invisibility. Drawing on the work of Donna 

Gaines and Joe Austin and Michael Nevin Willard, the chapter then examines how, 

perhaps responding to wider historical and economic changes, discursive frames emerged 
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that dichotomized youth into juvenile delinquents or upwardly mobile preppies. In the 

popular imagination, punk rockers were juvenile delinquents, college students were 

conservative, and campuses were far quieter than they were in the 1960s. As a result of 

this discourse, to many adults, there seemed to be no more radical youth cultures as there 

had been in the 1960s. The baby boomers were hipper than their kids, though this chapter 

complicates this notion by citing the work of David Riesman and Jerald G. Bachman and 

Lloyd D. Johnston.  The chapter then describes how members of the punk rock 

underground felt about how they were represented. This part of the chapter also draws on 

Gaines and Duncombe, as well as Mary Celeste Kearney. This question asks:  How did 

mainstream representations of youth reproduce or challenge the dominant discursive 

frames of youth? Did such representations always bolster hegemonic culture? If so, what 

was at stake that adult discursive frames had to marginalize the possibility of a radical 

youth culture?  

 Chapter Three looks at progressive college radio’s relationship with educational 

and State institutions. Alternative media scholar Ted Coopman raises questions about the 

democratic potential of media that fall under some kind of institutional control, be they 

NPR or PBS stations or university radio stations. He notes that though public media of 

this sort exist ostensibly to offer points of view that fall outside those of commercial 

media, their radical potential is limited by institutional control. Alternative media scholar 

Steve Jones argues that lack of institutional control is no guarantee of radical content. 

Working from Coopman and Jones’s theses, the first part of this chapter examines how 

progressive college radio stations in the 1980s negotiated institutional control and how 
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they thrived under the absence of control or with the hands-off support of their 

universities’ administration.  

 In the second part of the chapter, I work from archival documents and interviews 

to create a picture of the creative and political uses to which students put their radio 

stations, and how students commandeered their radio stations as alternative social scenes. 

I also examine how progressive college radio reflected and represented the DIY ethos of 

punk, in that it was a DIY apparatus—built by hand by engineering students—that played 

DIY music and that privileged an amateur aesthetic of broadcasting. The DIY apparatus 

and its amateur aesthetics made youthful self-representation accessible to non-

professionals. Therefore, the second part of this chapter draws from the work of scholars 

especially concerned with self-representation through democratic access to media 

production, such as Clemencia Rodriguez, Craig Watkins, DeeDee Halleck, Laura Stein, 

Chris Atton, Mary Celeste Kearney and Stephen Duncombe. I also draw from the 

theories of play-as-labor developed by Paul Willis and Robin D.G. Kelley. Chapter Three 

turns on these questions: how do institutions impede or foster the cultural formations 

whereby young people can engage politically? How can DIY culture develop in an 

institutional setting? How can young people make radical use of institutionally 

sanctioned apparatuses like university radio stations?  

 Chapter Four examines progressive college radio’s programming struggle, 

working from Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital and cultural fields and Simon 

Frith’s work on musical genres. As progressive stations increasingly became important to 

the commercial music industry throughout the 1980s, many DJs and staffers grew 
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conflicted about their relationship to major labels and commercial radio. Some believed 

progressive college radio should support art for arts’ sake, that progressive stations 

should take advantage of their noncommercial status by programming content that 

commercial radio would not. Others felt that it was the responsibility of noncommercial 

radio to represent the un- or underrepresented. Their method for resisting full 

incorporation into the commercial music industry was to remove from rotation artists 

who had been signed to major labels, and avoid playing artists on major labels. Still other 

DJs found this view of progressive college radio’s role alienating, both to themselves and 

the audience. They took a populist stance, privileging the idea that DJs should play music 

the audience was familiar with, or at least mix familiar music with more obscure music so 

as not to alienate the audience. Given these programming struggles, how do these 

programming decisions articulate a politics, and what is that politics? In other words, 

how might the belief in art for art’s sake, that is, a high art discourse, be seen as 

homologous to a discourse of democratic access and participation? 

The Conclusion sketches ways that this project has contributed to the small 

historiography of progressive college radio. Specifically, it notes that the evidence 

suggests that progressive stations were not solely the place that launched the careers of 

the commercial alternative artists of the 1980s and 1990s, nor were they solely supportive 

of punk music and culture: their staffers contested their stations’ programming practices.  

The Conclusion also considers progressive college radio’s possibilities as a site of young 

people’s political engagement, especially in the area of self-representation. I also suggest 

that this dissertation, as historical recovery, complicates popular understandings of the 
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1980s as a strictly conservative decade because it might be possible to consider 

progressive college radio’s programming practices and its DJs political subjectivity as 

something other than conservative. Finally, it suggests areas for further research.  
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Chapter One: Reagan’s In79 

In February 2010, a year before Ronald Reagan’s 100th birthday, the long-

running, NBC television comedy Saturday Night Live ran a sketch called “Band Reunion 

at the Wedding.” In the sketch, four middle-aged men get up on a stage in a bland hotel 

events room. They are reuniting their band as a wedding gift to their singer’s daughter. 

They joke about how old they are, how they have not played together “since like, 1983,” 

and about their dysfunctional prostates. The bass player remarks, “This just feels right, 

sharing our music with this lovely young couple.” The singer tells his daughter, “This is 

with all my love.”  The band then launches into “Fist Fight in the Parking Lot,” a fast, 

loud, 1980s-style hardcore punk song. The singer—the bride’s father—rants about all the 

typical lyrical topics of 1980s hardcore: Ronald Reagan, “jocks,” “cops,” Alexander 

Haig, Ed Meese, suburban conformity, and being institutionalized by his parents. He 

turns over tables, smashes champagne bottles on his head, and hurls himself into the 

wedding cake. As the song crashes to a close, the singer stands among the ruins of the 

reception and says into the microphone, “We’re Crisis of Conformity. Thank you!” He 

drops the mike so that the “Thank you” quickly fades out. The fading “Thank you” 

creates an eerie bit of historical accuracy: it sounds not unlike the closing of any number 

of live hardcore punk recordings from the 1980s.80 

The sketch precipitated a light-hearted reminiscence about hardcore’s relationship 

to Reaganism in 2011.  In February 2011, the alternative weekly Houston Press ran an 

                                                
79 Wasted Youth, Reagan’s In. ICI Sanoblast Records.  
80Saturday Night Live, "Band Reunion at the Wedding.” 
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article on its blog entitled “Ronald Reagan: Biggest Punk Icon of the 80s,” featuring a 

collection of punk album covers and flyers that use the image of the Gipper in satirical 

yet political ways.81 The Denver Westword, featured a list of the “Ten Best Punk Songs 

about Reagan” on its blog. The list appeared on March 30th, the thirtieth anniversary of 

John Hinckley’s attempted assassination of Ronald Reagan. The list embeds songs like 

“Fucked Up Ronnie” by Vancouver, BC’s DOA, “Reagan Youth” by New York’s 

Reagan Youth, and “Reagan’s In” by Los Angeles’s Wasted Youth. The list even 

includes a video clip of the SNL Crisis of Conformity sketch, which, according to the 

blogger, “has an uncanny ‘80s hardcore schtick.”82  

The sketch is schtick, a send-up of hardcore, but it may not be mockery. Two of 

the fictional band members are former hardcore punk musicians: SNL regular Fred 

Armisen, who plays the singer, played drums for Chicago punk band Trenchmouth. Dave 

Grohl, who plays the drummer, played drums in Washington, D.C. hardcore band Scream 

before joining Nirvana. He currently leads the Foo Fighters as vocalist and guitarist. 

Moreover, Armisen recently told a journalist, “Punk is the blueprint for everything that 

I’ve done. Punk meant more to me than anything. I really believed in the Clash. . . Husker 

Du, the Stranglers, the Damned informed everything that I do. . . . That’s still with me to 

this day. Punk will never not be a part of me.”83 In other words, the sketch may be 

homage rather than derision.  

                                                
81 Hlavaty, http://blogs.houstonpress.com/rocks/2011/02/ronald_reagan_biggest_punk_ico.php. 
82 Lucchesi, http://blogs.westword.com/backbeat/ 2011/03/hey_ronnie_punk_songs_about_reagan.php. 
83 Armisen, interview by Michael Vasquez, http://www.urb.com/2009/03/08/ fred-armisens-portraying-obama/. 
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As Armisen’s comments and performance on SNL suggest, Reaganism was 

constitutive of hardcore identity and culture, a point Steven Blush makes.84  Whether or 

not that fact meant that members of the hardcore scene were politically committed anti-

Reagan activists or simply were adopting a de rigeur pose is not always clear,85 though 

some activist-minded hardcore bands organized the Rock Against Reagan tour in 1984.86  

It is clear, however, that punk—the wider scene of which hardcore was a part—in the 

1980s has had a lasting impact on its participants. This may be why many of those 

participants, now entering middle age, have begun to assess punk in the 1980s, be it 

through music journalism, as with Steven Blush or Michael Azerrad, or through comedy 

as with Fred Armisen. There have also been numerous reunions of punk and hardcore 

bands in the first decade of the twentieth century (not to mention the Sex Pistols’ first 

reunion in the 1990s), and art shows exhibiting the work of illustrators and graphic 

designers like Raymond Pettibon.  

This chapter tries to understand the relationship between Reaganism and punk, 

but it does so in order to place progressive college radio in its historical context. As some 

of the DJs quoted in later chapters say, progressive college radio was punk rock radio. 

For most, if not all of the 1980s, commercial radio did not play hardcore or any of the 

other musical iterations of punk, and it certainly did not play punk records that bands had 

self-released. Progressive college radio did, giving voice on the airwaves to punk sounds 

                                                
84 Blush,20. 
85 Hlavaty, http://blogs.houstonpress.com/rocks/2011/02/ronald_reagan_biggest_punk_ico.php. 
86 Blush, 112. 



 49 

and DIY culture. By doing so, progressive college radio also gave aired punk’s 

opposition to political and cultural Reaganism. 

In what follows, I discuss the kinds of music played on progressive college radio 

in the 1980s, and the influence of punk. Then  I examine the cultural climate of the 

United States in the 1980s, especially as Ronald Reagan embodied it. The president’s 

privileging of private sector individualism over public sector social commitment 

contrasted with the mid-twentieth century progressive political impulse that fostered 

college radio. Finally, since progressive college radio represented and contributed to 

punk culture by playing punk and related music on the airwaves, I examine punk culture 

itself, paying attention to how it differed from and critiqued cultural Reaganism.  

DEREGULATION: POLITICAL REAGANISM AND MEDIA POLICY 

 
 The beginning of the 1980s saw a major ideological shift in US communications 

policy and governance. With Ronald Reagan’s electoral victory in 1980, the New Right 

brought deregulation, one of its primary policy mantras, to the White House. 

Deregulation would have profound implications for communications legislation because 

it would fundamentally change the discursive frames around communications policy. It is 

important to understand at the outset that deregulation of communications industries 

would not have as strong an impact on progressive radio in the 1980s as it would on 

public and community radio. However, deregulation as an ideology created a cultural 

climate hostile to the ideology of progressive college radio.  

Deregulation marked an ideological shift away from the idea of electronic 
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communications systems as public utilities, necessary to the functioning of a democratic 

society, and therefore in need of government protection from the expansions and 

contractions of capitalism. Since at least the Radio Act of 1927, this understanding of 

communications has nominally guided the Act’s notion of the “public interest, 

convenience, or necessity.” Patricia Aufderheide argues that communications are not 

“widget businesses” but “the vehicles and instruments of our shared culture.”87 Working 

from this idea, media historian Allison Perlman suggests that this conception of 

communications “at times has guided broadcasting policy. . . which has “imposed 

requirements or limitations on the broadcasting industry to secure that it fulfills its public 

interest obligations.”88 Deregulation, however, positioned the public as consumers, not as 

citizens of a shared culture, and its interest as best served by a communications 

marketplace unencumbered by “government social welfare policy.”89 Explaining the shift 

to deregulation, Perlman neatly summarizes it this way: “In other words, [advocates of 

deregulation] maintained [that] to help the vehicles of our shared culture to flourish was, 

in fact, to treat them as any-old widget businesses.”90 

For the new conservatives, deregulation was more than a simple new policy 

approach: it was an ideology informed by a particular view of the mass media. Jeremy 

Tunstall argues that the Carter administration actually laid the groundwork for 

deregulation in the 1970s, but that “deregulation in general, and communications 

                                                
87 Aufderheide 2. 
88 Perlman, 211. 
89 Aufderheide, 27. 
90 Perlman, 211. 
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deregulation in particular, have been key goals of the radical New Right.”91  According to 

Aufderheide, it was a “rallying cry:” “The Republican victories in 1980 were not simply 

a changing of the guard but an aggressive assertion of ideological shift. . . . Deregulation 

was at the center of a kind of holy war in policy. . . .”92 Mobilizing this aggressive shift 

away from a social welfare view of media policy was the New Right’s dearly held 

conviction that the media showed a liberal bias. Guided by this conviction, the New Right 

“targeted the mass media as a key territory to be conquered, second only to direct power 

itself.”93  Indeed, Perlman demonstrates how new conservative organizations arose 

throughout the 1980s to combat the “liberal media,” initially motivated by what they 

perceived as excessive criticism of President Reagan.94 Deregulation advocates 

considered activists who called for preserving the social welfare model of broadcast 

regulation special interest groups, hearkening back to the way the FCC framed the 

church, labor, and educational stations in the 1920s and 1930s. They positioned 

deregulation as the true expression of an anti-government populism that stood for 

freedom from “social engineers and. . . for entrepreneurship and competition.”95  

By the time Reagan won the election in 1980, the New Right was well positioned 

to change the terms of communications policy from one of social welfare to marketplace 

competition. Throughout the 1970s, it had engaged in new kinds of funding activities, 

attracting an increasing number of wealthy and moderate-income donors. With these 
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donations it funded numerous right-wing think tanks. It also funded academic research: 

armed with new studies proving the need for deregulation, conservative economists and 

political scientists challenged the old regulatory order. Furthermore, by the 1980s big 

business systematically had positioned itself “to influence politics, both via direct 

lobbying of politicians by chief executive officers and by such indirect routes as the mass 

media and PACs.”96 In addition to influencing politics from the outside, with Reagan’s 

election the advocates of deregulation also were able to influence politics from the inside: 

“The election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 was a watershed for deregulatory action, in part 

because executive appointments to agencies and courts accomplished change that would 

have been far more difficult to enact in a legislative arena.”97  

Indeed, Reagan-appointed FCC Chairman Mark Fowler and his aide Daniel 

Brenner provided a blueprint for deregulation in their article for Texas Law Review, “A 

Marketplace Approach to Broadcast Regulation.” The authors argue that government 

regulations violate broadcasters’ First Amendment rights even as they protect the public 

interest. In potential conflicts between listeners’ rights and broadcasters’ rights, the 

authors defer to broadcasters, which they find to be preferable to government mediation 

between broadcasters and listeners.98 Moreover, the article privileges the view of the 

public as consumers, whose interest will be served because competition and the 

marketplace will force broadcasters to provide better services in a way more efficient 

than government regulation. In addition to announcing a new approach to 
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communications policy, Fowler and Brenner “provided the language and discursive 

frame that regulators and legislators would use in their work dismantling a regulatory 

model that had imposed public interest restrictions and expectations on broadcasters for 

over thirty years.”99 Armed with his deregulated marketplace approach, Fowler’s FCC 

changed the Commission’s role in broadcast policy “to that of spectrum traffic cop” and 

called “for an easing of regulation and license renewal terms. . . .” Though Congress 

attenuated the possibility of full deregulation, the Reagan-appointed FCC  “moved 

aggressively from a social equity to an economic efficiency objective.”100 The FCC 

“systematically struck down individual structural and content regulations, including some 

ownership limitations, the requirement to keep logbooks, rules pertaining to program 

length commercial on children’s television, the trafficking (three year holding) rule, and 

finally the Fairness Doctrine.”101  

In this new climate of deregulation, public and community radio found itself in 

hostile terrain. Whereas public radio—especially NPR—seemed to have a bright future 

during the Carter years, in the 1980s its advocates found that the Reagan administration 

was less hospitable to the idea of public broadcasting. Ralph Engleman argues that 

Reagan’s opposition to public broadcasting was “broadly ideological, involving a 

wholesale attack on the public sphere in the name of privatization.102 William Barlow 

notes that conservative suspicion about liberal bias in the media intensified with regard to 
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public media. What Barlow calls a “conservative counter-insurgency” strove to “cut back 

the federal funds allocated to public broadcasting agencies and encourage conservatives 

both inside and outside government to scrutinize public radio and television 

programming—ever vigilant against liberal media hegemony.”103 DeeDee Halleck notes 

that in the wake of the Reagan victory, the very term “‘alternative’ [became] 

oppositional. . . . On the day after the election, the rightist alliance declared at a 

Washington news conference that Pacifica would be their next target.”104 

The Reagan administration tried and failed to defund public broadcasting 

altogether, but in his first year in office, the President did manage to get Congress to 

“rescind $35 million of the $172 million already appropriated for public broadcasting for 

1983. As a result, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) was forced to cut 

community service grants to stations by 20%, causing several smaller stations to collapse 

and threatening the existence of some larger ones.”105 This first wave of funding cuts 

eliminated the Civilian Employment Training Assistance (CETA) program, which 

provided paid on-the-job training for public radio employees. Without the CETA grant, 

public radio stations, especially minority-owned community stations, were unable to pay 

employees.106  The next few years saw a back and forth struggle between Congress and 

the Reagan administration, with executive proposals for further cuts countered by 

Congress and Congressional restoration of public media funding challenged by 
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Presidential vetoes. Public media survived with “roughly level funding in 1985 against a 

background of rising costs.”107  

The Reagan budget cuts strongly affected smaller NPR and non-NPR community 

radio stations, as did conservative scrutiny of liberal media bias. Barlow writes that in 

1986 the FCC investigated WPFW, the Pacifica station in Washington, D.C. Accuracy in 

Media (AIM), a right wing watchdog group, filed a complaint with the FCC that the 

minority owned station’s “Hispanic programming was supportive of the ‘communist’-

influenced Sandinistas in Nicaragua and the ‘Marxist’-oriented FMLN guerillas fighting 

in El Salvador.” The station’s lawyers refuted the charge and WPFW, while not 

censoring content, established new procedures for airing controversial content.108  

 Again, progressive college radio dodged many of the threats the Reagan 

administration posed to public radio in the 1980s. Progressive college station budgets 

came from student fees and other types of university support, as well as through listener 

support, so it did not suffer federal budget cuts as did community radio and NPR. As of 

this writing, neither my informants nor the archive suggest that conservatives directed 

their critique of the “liberal media” at progressive college radio as they did at NPR and 

community radio. What is important about the Reagan era of deregulation to the present 

study is the way it created a cultural environment hostile to the discourses that mobilized 

progressive college radio. As I will demonstrate in subsequent chapters, progressive 

college radio in the 1980s represented the pre-deregulation discourse of the public sphere, 
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in which ideas can be expressed for their own sake, in order to further the conversation 

about a shared culture.   

THE CULTURE OF TRIUMPH: REAGANISM AND THE SYMBOLIC REALM 

 
In the 1980s, popular representations of American culture tended to be lavish, 

excessive, oversized, and shiny. In an effort to soothe the nagging self-doubts brought on 

by the era of social revolt of the 1960s and 1970s, some Americans reasserted their 

country’s promise of upward mobility and wealth in displays of affluence and bright 

colors. The soft light of Ronald Reagan’s “morning in America” glittered on the gems of 

both the characters’ gowns on the television show Dynasty and the gowns of Nancy 

Reagan and on the garish teal and pink adorning Miami and Los Angeles. America was 

“back” from a period of fear that its dream was over, and it announced its belief in itself 

in bright, loud rituals of opulence. Ronald Reagan served as high priest of the culture of 

triumph, both the father figure giving moral guidance and a hard-bodied warrior 

defending America with his masculine decisiveness.  

That Reagan’s conservatism was emergent at the same moment as independent 

music and college radio makes for a strange historical coincidence, one which points to 

the importance of studying an obscure cultural phenomenon like progressive college 

radio in the 1980s. I say “strange” because one event symbolized a political and cultural 

shift to the right, and the other represents a vestige of early- and mid-twentieth century 

progressive politics. Media historian Jane Feuer notes that the 1980s seemed to be 

marked by images of excess and an excess of images, both of which appeared to leave 
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little room for counterhegemonic critique. She suggests that the “fantasies of unlimited 

wealth and unlimited visual pleasure that came into office with [Reagan] were, somehow, 

the realities of the era.”109 She argues that between Dynasty’s palatial sets and 

extravagant couture, which celebrated the affluent excesses of “the supply-side 

aristocracy” embodied by the Reagans, and MTV’s emphasis on the pleasure of the 

image for image’s sake, the postmodern media of the era “[deconstructed] the very 

oppositions between commodity and art, complicity and critique.”110   Progressive 

college radio, however, held out the possibility of countering excess by making room on 

the airwaves for noisy, raw, ugly sounds. If postmodern media and politics collapse 

distinctions between art and commerce, complicity and critique, containment and 

resistance, progressive college radio’s relentless—if contested—anti-commercialism 

maintains those distinctions. 

In the popular imagination, the 1980s seem to be a rupture,  a decisive break with 

the 1960s both in terms of the decade’s conservative ascendancy, its celebration of 

affluence, and its postmodern focus on images and surface. Indeed, Ronald Reagan’s 

presidency symbolized an antagonism towards the 1960s. As Craig Watkins writes, the 

“chief demon of the Reaganite imagination was not a person, a political party, or even a 

special interest group but rather the turbulent decade of the 1960s.”111 According to 

James Combs, in the symbolic realm, Reagan the image stood for the erasure of the 

United States’ radical past, embodying the family values of the idealized small town, so 
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that “[i]t was as if the 1960s and 1970s . . . had not, or should not, have happened.”112 

That it did so was a testament to Reagan’s ability to both gauge and embody the public 

mood. 

Several scholars note the increasingly conservative public mood in the US over 

the course of the 1970s.113  The economic crises of the 1970s—gas shortages, the 1973 

recession, and the collapsing manufacturing base—created a sense of insecurity in 

Americans regarding the future.114 As Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner point out, 

“With its economic security threatened by recession in the early seventies, the white 

middle class began to turn sour and intolerant.”115  Watkins argues that the New Right 

capitalized on this intolerance by exploiting “wedge” issues, such as whites’ perceptions 

that the inroads made by people of color and women into the workforce were the reason 

for the decline in white mens’ wages.116 By the time the 1980s began, many Americans 

disavowed the radicalism of the 1960s, and Reagan was there to reflect that sensibility 

back to them.  

What Nicolaus Mills calls the “culture of triumph”—or US culture during 

Reagan’s presidency—was both the mechanism by which the US rejected its recent past 

and the product of this rejection: “American culture in the 1980s would be a culture 

based on triumph—on the admiration of power and status—and nothing would be more 

important to that culture than its symbols. Especially at the start, they were what allowed 
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the president to insist, ‘We have every right to dream heroic dreams.’”117 Ronald Reagan 

was the avatar and shaman of 1980s triumphalism.118 He embodied and became a 

mouthpiece for conservative sentiment. Whereas John Kennedy had “made social 

commitment seem glamorous.”119 The Reagan era seemed to legitimize greed.  For 

example, to the graduating class of 1986 at the University of California at Berkeley, Wall 

Street arbitrager Ivan Boesky delivered a speech that ended with what seemed like a 

proscription for the decade: “Greed is all right, by the way. Greed is healthy.”120  

If Reagan could give public sentiment a moral imperative, perhaps more 

importantly, he could frame both in terms of cherished American myths. Arnold Vedlitz 

argues that successful politicians win consensus through skillful manipulation of myths, 

both primary—those that are foundational to a human society, and secondary—those that 

suggest how a society can live up to the primary myths.121 In arguing against welfare, 

Reagan invoked primary American myths of self-reliance, individual freedom, and 

pioneering entrepreneurialism: according to Reaganite logic, cutting welfare meant 

“allowing” the poor to use their own initiative to pull themselves out of poverty.  He also 

invoked the secondary myths of the culture of poverty and the free market. The poor have 

the “wrong” values, hence they live in a culture of poverty, and being on welfare has not 

allowed them to develop the “right values” of initiative and self-reliance. If the poor are 

“freed” from the learned helplessness of welfare, they will become sellers on the free 
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market, and their prosperity will depend on their ability to offer useful services or 

products to buyers on the free market.122 Reagan’s rhetorical skills with American myth 

were such that he could dismiss those who might disagree with his welfare cuts as 

unbelievers. In other words, his critics’ concerns carried no weight because they were not 

invested in being guided by American myths, and therefore their criticism lay beyond the 

pale of legitimate discourse.123  

In fact, according to Combs, Reagan’s ability to build narratives based on myth 

was so powerful that his presidency became mythic. The “Reagan Revolution” did not 

refer to any revolutionary legislation, and the success of the Reagan presidency did not 

lie necessarily in Reagan’s enacting of policy. Rather, Reaganism was art; it was a 

pageant. The actor knew how to play president, and knew how to stage a performance 

that would captivate the public because it seemed to be woven from their dreams. Combs 

argues that “Reagan’s appeal was mythic politics: what we, in our social ideal, wish 

ourselves to be.”124  And this mythic politics was distinctly nostalgic. Combs argues that 

Reagan was a link to a past that many Americans believed it had lost, a 1950s in which 

the patriarchal family was the cornerstone of small-town morality and businesses were 

small and owned by rugged individual entrepreneurs. The fact that Reagan was in his 

seventies only enhanced his credibility. He had lived through this miraculous era, was 

still living in it, for it had shaped his values. In the face of America’s painful past and 

uncertain future, the 1950s seemed like the last time the country had been stable, and 
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much of the public wanted to get back to it. Reagan affirmed this desire, assuring the 

public that the 1950s were indeed the antidote to the fear of the 1960s and 1970s: 

In Reagan country, popular knowledge consisted of settled truths of which 

Reagan the sage and oracle was the chief repository. . . . Reagan became for us 

the popular hero as ritualist, he who presided over the celebration of those things 

we know to be so and to be so forever. Reagan’s celebrations of the eternal 

normalcy of true American life were ceremonies of innocence that offered 

hopeful sympathetic magic assuring us of the eternity of that life. He reminded us 

that myth is not false belief, but true belief, belief that required public 

resacralization.125   

American popular culture in the 1980s seemed to work to naturalize conservative 

hegemony. Popular culture and “Reaganism formed mutually reinforcing and 

interpenetrating imaginary worlds.”126 Indeed, the New Right did not force its ideology or 

its presidential candidate onto the populace. Combs and Ryan and Kellner argue that 

much of the American public was looking for a mystic hero-leader who could heal the 

nation after the turmoil and doubt of the 1960s and 1970s. Combs argues, “Reagan could 

not have become a representative popular figure presiding over a metapolitical age in 

which nostalgic economic mythology was reasserted and government re-formed 

accordingly unless people wanted to believe.”127 Ryan and Kellner trace the return of the 

hero to cinema in the late 1970s and early 1980s. After a period of cinematic questioning 
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of the hero in films of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the hero returned in response to the 

white middle class’s “yearning for redemptive leadership” in the form of Luke Skywalker 

and Indiana Jones, who would “often respond directly to the economic, political, sexual, 

and military issues that were the motivating sources of that psychological need.”128 

Likewise, Susan Jeffords argued that in politics, Ronald Reagan reflected back to popular 

culture this hardened, heroic warrior: “It was in the search for such a hero in the 1980s 

that Hollywood plot lines and presidential politics became intimately confused.”129   

Mills identifies the “extravaganza” as the key method by which the culture of 

triumph represented itself.130 (16). The 1981 presidential inauguration, the 1984 

Olympics, and the hundredth anniversary of the Statue of Liberty were multi-million 

dollar spectaculars. The latter two events were literal Hollywood productions helmed by 

producer David Wolper. The lavish inaugural dinners and balls inaugurated not just a 

new administration, but also a new national narrative, one that celebrated monetary 

success and showed no shame in flaunting the status symbols that represented that 

success. The extravaganza was a ritual enacted in the art world, the fashion world, and in, 

as the television show was called, “the lifestyles of the rich and famous.” As Mills 

documents, private parties among the country’s wealthy elite were as extravagant as the 

Reagans’ public events.131 

                                                
128 Ryan and Kellner, 219.  
129 Jeffords, 6. 
130 Mills, 16. 
131 Mills, 20. 



 63 

 If the mainstream electronic media represented Reagan’s celebration of wealth, it 

also represented his—and the culture’s—rejection of 1960s radicalism. ABC’s 

thirtysomething, and what might have been its inspiration, Lawrence Kasdan’s feature 

film The Big Chill, relegate social activism to a youthful past, as if the push for social 

justice were incommensurate with the practices of being a “grown up,” that is, with 

establishing careers and families. As one character in the pilot episode of thirtysomething 

says, "Feels weird to be in a park without tear gas.”  In another episode, one character has 

a dream in which hippies from his past, as well as ex-hippie yuppie friends from the 

present, put him on trial and execute him for being a sell out.132  

Even more conservative than thirtysometing, The Big Chill “is a yuppie anthem 

celebrating the burial of sixties radicalism and the passage to a more ‘mature,’ self-

interested, upwardly mobile outlook on life. . . .”133 Though the film is an ensemble piece 

on the surface, we should not mistake its narrative convention for an endorsement of 

collectivity. Underneath the group dynamic and nostalgia for its characters’ lost youth, 

the film is “subliminally survivalist and individualist. It privileges the active jogging 

male as leader and provider. He is the only man not to be made to seem foolish in some 

way, and the film ultimately legitimates his cynical worldview.”134 The characters in The 

Big Chill “are delivered from post-earnest positions of cool detachment and enact a 

salving of guilty conscience through a tarnishing of all idealism.”135 Like the yuppies of 
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television, notably the characters in L.A. Law and thirtysomething, they confront what 

Jane Feuer calls “yuppie envy and yuppie guilt,”136 an irreconcilable tension between 

social liberalism and economic conservatism.137   

PUNK—HARD CHORDS ON THE RADIO138  

 
As Holly Kruse notes, perhaps the style of music most associated today with 

college radio, and often referred to as “college rock” or “college music,” is the melodic 

folk-pop of US bands like R.E.M. and Camper Van Beethoven, featuring jangly guitar 

sounds reminiscent of the Beatles or the Byrds. Kruse argues that such a conception of 

college music “marginalizes synthesizer-based bands like New Order, Depeche Mode, 

and the Pet Shop Boys, all of which were popular on college radio in the 1980s.” Kruse 

also notes the prevalence of punk and hardcore bands on college radio in the 1980s, as 

well as “hardcore-inspired music of bands like Hüsker Dü.”139 I want to argue that punk 

contributed greatly to progressive college radio, and extend Kruse’s argument by 

suggesting that most of the rock music played on college radio—especially the most 

progressive stations—was in some way connected to punk. Indeed, even the members of 

R.E.M., the quintessential college radio band, were inspired to form a band after hearing 

the Sex Pistols.140 Equally as important, however, is the fact that punk was not just music 

but also a cultural phenomenon with its own set of cultural practices. As I will discuss 
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later, whether by intent or coincidence, progressive college radio not only represented 

punk music in its programming, but enacted punk cultural practices in its radio 

production practices. Therefore, in this section I name punk’s influence on the music that 

would be heard on progressive college radio, and the punk cultural practices that would 

find their analogue in progressive college radio practices. 

Punk rock music certainly has a long and contested history. As Lauraine LeBlanc 

notes, punk historians disagree as to whether or not it is primarily a British or American 

cultural form, though she considers it both.141  Likewise, the work of Dave Laing and Jon 

Savage demonstrates that punk is the result not only of Anglo-American cross-pollination 

but also international development.  However, most histories—and most of the 

participants from the Anglo-American punk scenes of the 1970s—locate punk’s 

beginnings in the music and performance styles of the so-called garagebands of the mid-

1960s and in those of a quartet of bands from the late 1960s and early 1970s: the Velvet 

Underground, the Stooges, the MC5, and the New York Dolls.142  

Laing argues that the fuzztone guitar sound and snarled vocals of the 

garagebands, who proliferated in the US in the wake of the British Invasion, provided a 

blueprint for a distinctive punk sound and attitude. Though the garageband trend died by 

the late 1960s, its musical attitude found its way into the music of the Velvet 

Underground, the Stooges, the MC5, and the New York Dolls. “‘Punk’ meant an attitude 

towards musical performance which emphasized directness and repetition. . . at the 
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expense of technical virtuosity.”143  This privileging of anti-musicianship inverted the 

growing culture of musical virtuosity emerging from 1970s hard rock and progressive 

rock. This virtuosity was especially evident in the personae of guitar heroes like Led 

Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page and in the long, symphonic albums of bands like Yes and Pink 

Floyd.144   

Punk as a name for a type of music did not come into use until the early 1970s. At 

that time a number of record collectors, zine writers, and music journalists would 

rediscover the lost sounds of the largely forgotten mid-1960s garagebands and describe it 

as “punk.”145 1972 saw the release of Nuggets, a compilation album of garageband 

singles from the mid-1960s. In the liner notes, musician Lenny Kaye described the 

garagebands as “punk rock.”146 Kaye and rock connoisseurs like Greg Shaw, publisher of 

music zine Bomp!, championed punk rock as an antidote to what they saw as the 

hegemony of progressive and hard rock’s cult of musical virtuosity and its pretensions to 

high art. Such pretensions had, in the connoisseurs’ minds, dulled rock’s immediate, 

primal energy. Savage suggests that “these Punk cultists. . .went back into history,” 

looking for a blueprint to restore rock’s primal energy: “the future was to be brought 

about through the past.”147 

In the wake of punk’s emergence in the 1970s, this interest in obscure, older 

forms of rock music would continue. As Laing puts it, “In part, the role of the punk genre 
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was to rehabilitate some of the lost legions of past popular music.”148 Indeed, Dick 

Hebdige argues that 1970s British punk drew from a number of earlier musics and, in 

clothing style, drew from a number of earlier post-war youth subcultures. “Not 

surprisingly,” writes Hebdige, “the resulting mix was somewhat unstable: all these 

elements constantly threatened to separate and return to their original sources.”149 And 

they often did. The UK and US of the 1980s saw revivals of numerous arcane musical 

genres, all of which received progressive college radio airplay. Numerous stations played 

records from the US and UK bands that revived 1950s rockabilly, such as the Straycats150 

and the Cramps.151 Progressive college stations also programmed the music of the 

different iterations of the garageband revival, from such bands as the UK’s 

Milkshakes,152 the Leaving Trains and the Long Ryders, both part of Los Angeles’s 

“Paisley Underground” scene,153 and Boston’s Lyres.154 Throughout the 1980s, 

progressive college radio also supported a constantly mutating revival of ska, an early-

1960s Jamaican pop music that prefigured reggae.155 

If punk brought together connoisseurs of obscure music from rock’s past, it also 

brought together those with an interest obscure music from rock’s present. Many of these 

connoisseurs—some future progressive college radio DJs—who experienced punk first 

hand in the 1970s remember it as a lighting rod for fans of all types of obscure music, not 
                                                
148 Laing, 13. 
149 Dick Hebdige, 25-26. 
150  Decker, 25. 
151 "WNUR Rock Playlist," April 1984. 
152 "WNUR Rock Playlist," April 1984. 
153 Grob, telephone interview by author; "WNUR Rock Playlist," November 1984.  
154 Decker, 35. 
155 Decker, 14. 



 68 

only that of past rock eras. Holly Kruse writes that some of her informants “claimed that 

what was significant about [the mid and late 1970s] was not merely the emergence of 

punk, but also the formation of audiences for all kinds of alternative music.”156 Calvin 

Johnson, founder of the band Beat Happening and K Records, noticed that when he began 

working at KAOS (the radio station of the Evergreen State College in Olympia, WA) 

many of the DJs who were playing punk also played other obscure kinds of music. 

At the time, punk rock was just a catalyst for a lot of things. People who became 

interested in punk were already coming from some other weird, underground 

niche, either some sort of progressive [1970s British progressive rock band] 

Matching Mole type world or they were like, “Well I’m into rock but I’m into the 

stuff no-one’s ever heard, like [1970s British glam rock band] Mott the Hoople.” 

There were people coming from experimental music, improvised music, and that 

was already happening at KAOS.157  

What Kruse and Johnson describe highlights the way that punk rock was one thread—and 

the most galvanizing one—of many niche musics in the Anglo-American and 

international rock underground. This is important because, as I demonstrate below, many 

future progressive college radio DJs were interested in different vanguard cultural 

movements, like underground comix, the Beats, and the work of Andy Warhol, as well as 

punk and other types of obscure, niche music. Perhaps even more important to the present 

study is the fact that the struggles over progressive college radio programming in the 
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1980s, as will be discussed in Chapter Four, turned on this issue of obscure music.  

As Laing and Savage note above, part of the early punk cultists’ privileging of 

1960s punk bands stemmed from their desire to critique the prevailing rock music of the 

time. Rock music in the 1970s seemed inaccessible to would-be musicians. Especially in 

the UK, the cult of instrumental virtuosity within progressive rock seemed to demand that 

“good” music could only be played by those who could master a narrow set of highly 

technical musical skills.158 In the US, blues-based hard rock, which also featured a fair 

amount of virtuosity, limited the possibilities of what counted as rock music.  

The predominant high-school experience of the day was Led Zeppelin, with a 

seasoning of the Rolling Stones and their clones, Aerosmith: hard rock that had 

passed its original moment of inspiration, but which still held claims to the 

community that is the central American pop experience.159  

Furthermore, the recording conventions of the era privileged what Laing calls a 

“gigantism.”160  Influenced by the Beatles’ and Beach Boys’ concept albums of the late 

1960s, the recording industry and professional musicians of the 1970s “equated musical 

excellence with a meticulous (and time-consuming, hence expensive) attention to detail 

in, and maximum use of the technical resources of, the recording studio.”161  In the 

1970s, therefore, ordinary people seemed to have little hope of introducing diversity of 

ideas to rock music, or of simply communicating through recorded music. The 
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conventions of performance and recording locked out all but the privileged few. 

Moreover, it is easy to forget from the vantage point of the 2000s that in the 1970s and 

1980s, there was no consumer-accessible sound recording, film editing, or desktop 

publishing software, nor were there blogs or internet-based social networking sites. In the 

1970s and 1980s, creative expression through electronic media seemed something best 

left to professionals.  

This is why punk’s populism, first expressed in the 1970s through an interest in 

1960s punk bands, and then expressed through the ethic of DIY, is so important. I will 

speak more of DIY below, but here I want to make the case that by making media 

production seem accessible to non-professionals, punk would change the rock music 

soundscape. With more musicians feeling empowered to express themselves through 

music, combined with exposure to types of music different from the hard and progressive 

rock of the time, rock music could be imagined in new ways. As Laing argues: 

[One] irrevocable result of the punk era was a major change in what might be 

called the economic psychology of making records. Whereas the making of a 

record had previously been envisaged by most aspiring musicians as comparable 

in scale to the making of a cinema film (and therefore as far out of reach), punk 

showed that recording could be the musical equivalent of a magazine or 

paperback book. The punk example enabled the recording field to become as 
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varied and as wide as that of print publishing, which stretches form the most 

expensive hard-cover book to the cheapest Xeroxed sheet.162   

This demystification of musical production would have a profound impact on progressive 

college radio in the 1980s. As noted above, punk was the catalyst for the revival of lost 

rock forms which would get airplay on progressive college stations. More than that, 

however, punk generated new forms of music that would also get airplay on the 

progressive stations. Ironically, punk generated music that would defy incorporation by 

the commercial music industry and some of the most commercially viable music of the 

1980s. 

Punk mutated into a number of different forms across several different nations, 

particularly the US and UK. Very quickly, there was the “classic” punk sound of the mid-

1970s, which wedded a distorted guitar sound to beats devoid of the nuances of 

syncopation.163  These musical techniques characterized this sound, though each band 

created its own version of the sound, exemplified by the Ramones, Dead Boys, and 

slightly later, X, the Avengers, and the Weirdos in the US, the Sex Pistols, Clash, 

Damned, Buzzcocks, and Generation X in the UK, and the Subhumans and DOA in 

Canada. At the very end of the 1970s, punks in Los Angeles took the 1970s sound further 

and made it faster, louder, and more distorted, thus creating what came to be known as 

hardcore punk, or simply hardcore. The Germs, the Middle Class, Black Flag, the Circle 

Jerks, Bad Religion, the Descendants, Fear, TSOL, the Adolescents were part of 
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nationwide musical revolution. San Francisco had the Dead Kennedys and Millions of 

Dead Cops; Washington, D.C. had Minor Threat and Bad Brains; Austin, Texas produced 

the Big Boys, Hickoids, and the Dicks. Ironically, just as the music industry discovered 

progressive college radio’s ability to launch artists to commercial success, hardcore found 

a home for its angry, ugly sounds on progressive college stations in the early 1980s.  

As hardcore was developing in the US, British punk saw new forms emerge as 

well. Though not always as fast as US hardcore, anarcho-punk was just as loud and 

distorted. Crass, Conflict, the Poison Girls, Rudimentary Peni, Discharge, Hagar the 

Womb, A.P.P.L.E., Zounds, the Mob, and the UK Subhumans (not to be confused with 

the Canadian band of the same name) espoused feminism, anarchism, vegetarianism, 

environmentalism and, due to their anti-war stance, were often called “peace punk.” 

Crass was not only a band but an artists’ collective which engaged in culture jamming 

and managed to play several pranks on British Parliament.164 “Street” or “Oi” punk, as 

practiced by the Exploited, Angelic Upstarts, and U.K. Subs developed around the same 

time.165 

Developing perhaps parallel to or as a response to punk and hardcore were a 

number of bands that combined the energy of punk with formal sonic experimentation. In 

the UK, much of this music was called post-punk, and came to prominence around 1978. 

Bands like Gang of Four, the Birthday Party (originally from Australia), Delta Five, 

Public Image Ltd. (featuring John Lydon, formerly known as Johnny Rotten), Au Pairs, 
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the early Scritti Politti, Joy Division, the Pop Group, and the Fall used avant-garde 

strategies and a clanging, percussive sound full of trebly guitars to call attention to and 

denaturalize the idea of popular entertainment as a transparent, ahistorical phenomenon. 

In the US, the Minutemen and Saccharine Trust followed a similar trajectory, while Sonic 

Youth, the Butthole Surfers, and Big Black, echoing twentieth-century avant-garde 

composers like Karlheinz Stockhausen, John Cage, and Arnold Schoenberg, built their 

dark rock music and dystopian visions of American life around sheets of abstract noise. 

Many of these bands, especially the Pop Group, Gang of Four, and the 

Minutemen also reintroduced rhythmic syncopation to punk by borrowing from African 

diasporic musics like funk, reggae and jazz. This was nothing new to punk: the Clash 

began incorporating reggae rhythms into their songs in 1976 and would go on to make 

use of funk elements as well. However, the post-punk bands tended towards the 

experimental, as indicated above, wedding noisy, atonal or non-tonal guitar work to, say, 

a funk bassline and reggae beat. While the Clash had their experimental moments, they 

often worked the African diasporic influence into conventional song structures, or even 

wrote fairly straightforward funk or reggae songs.  

 Industrial music also arose in the late 1970s, taking a similar cue from twentieth-

century avant-garde composers. In fact, post-punk and industrial music often overlapped, 

though post-punk usually remained within the song structures of the rock idiom; 

industrial artists often released non-tonal albums featuring collages of found sounds or 

white noise. Experimenting with synthesizers, tape loops, and homemade electronic 

sound-making devices, Cabaret Voltaire, This Heat, and Throbbing Gristle were some of 
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the early proponents of industrial music. As the 1980s progressed, progressive college 

stations often featured specialty shows dedicated to groups like Germany’s Einsturzende 

Neubauten, England’s Test Department, White House, and Psychic TV, and from the US, 

Swans, Non, Party Boys, and Savage Republic. 

Another offshoot of punk was Goth, or Death Rock, which generated its own 

subculture and also saw much support from progressive college radio. Bands like 

Bauhaus, Alien Sex Fiend, Skeletal Family, and Southern Death Cult emerged out of the 

scene at London’s Batcave club, wore whiteface and black lipstick and played dark, 

clanging rock music. Laing notes that in its earliest incarnations, the British music press 

referred to Goth as “positive punk.”166 Siouxsie and the Banshees, part of the Sex Pistols 

inner circle, might be considered the ur-Goth band. They brought a discordant, Teutonic 

gloom to the London punk scene of 1976. Siouxsie Sioux, the lead singer and arguably 

the mother superior of Goth, sported vampy makeup, fetish gear, and a head of black, 

spidery hair, inspiring legions of fans to dress like the undead. By the mid 1980s, the 

band began making swirling, melancholy soundscapes, which widened their audience and 

eventually brought them commercial airplay. The Cure was another Goth band whose 

star rose even faster than the Banshees’, likewise making a name for themselves based on 

their dark yet melodic albums. By the end of the 1980s the Cure was a staple band on the 

commercial alternative rock charts, but progressive college radio gave them their start in 
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the US in the earlier part of the decade.167  The early 1980s saw the rise of a US Goth 

scene; Christian Death from Southern California was one of the earliest US Goth bands. 

If punk spun itself into subgenres and subcultures that became part of progressive 

college radio programming in the 1980s, it also ironically prompted progressive college 

radio’s importance to the corporate music industry. The first instance of this was the 

emergence of new wave, which shared with punk a musical aesthetic that borrowed from 

the twentieth-century avant-garde: a hard-edged, synthetic sound and a less-blues-based 

musical approach than previous forms of rock music. In the UK, Elvis Costello and the 

Police managed to leverage punk’s notoriety to their advantage, basking in it when it 

brought them attention, but distancing themselves when it proved to be a liability.168 As 

music journalist Scott Decker writes, 

 Punk basically hatched its watered-down, socially-palatable offspring “new 

wave,” an oft-misunderstood term initially encompassing any and all punk-

inspired bands which deviated from the absolute punk doctrine. As the more 

commercial new wave bands—such as the Knack, Blondie, and the Police—

began to be accepted in mainstream circles, the term ‘new wave’ became less 

definitive.169 

If new wave was “watered-down,” and socially-palatable and thus commercially viable, it 

was mostly likely because its recordings demonstrated a more polished production 

quality than punk, and it lacked much of punk’s aesthetic of ugliness and shock effect. In 

                                                
167 Decker, 31. 
168 Laing, 109. 
169 Decker,10. 



 76 

any case, as Decker notes, new wave bands proved commercially viable. This was due in 

part to progressive college radio’s support, which proved in the late 1970s and early 

1980s that new wave could sell, and that progressive college radio could sell it. Though 

punk provided progressive college stations with radical, abrasive sounds, through its 

progeny new wave it also served up its host to the commercial music and broadcasting 

industries.   

The synthesizer based pop music—or synth-pop—of a number of predominantly 

British bands represented another type of music which would debut on progressive 

college radio but quickly become a boon to the commercial music industry. In the late 

1970s, as a response to the austerity of punk, the so-called New Romantics emerged as a 

sound and subculture in London’s Blitz Club. Dressing in an amalgam of Golden Age 

Hollywood chic, pirate and Native American costumes, and the frills of the English 

Romantic period, the New Romantic scene emphasized glamour and artificiality in 

contrast to punk’s emphasis on ugliness and authenticity.170  It unleashed on the world 

many Top 40 new wave bands of the 1980s, such as Adam and the Ants, Duran Duran, 

Spandau Ballet, and Culture Club. Most of these groups featured a sound dependent on 

lush synthesizers and dance beats. Other UK bands with a similar sound but which were 

not part of the New Romantic movement were the Human League, Heaven 17, 

Blancmange, ABC, Eurythmics, and Depeche Mode. Progressive college radio broke 

many of these bands in the US, but right around 1982 the sound found a home on 
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commercial new wave stations and came to define the look and sound of the early 

MTV.171   

MOMMY’S LITTLE MONSTER172 

 
American punk rockers of the late 1970s and early 1980s were not blind to what 

Reagan represented. Especially in the hardcore punk scene, Reagan’s victory in the 1980 

election seemed ominous. For one punk musician, Reagan represented “a paradigm shift. 

There was a lot of concern what that might mean for all kinds of issues: freedom of 

speech, repression civil liberties. . . .”173  Vic Bondi of Chicago hardcore band Articles of 

Faith clearly saw the return to 1950s values: 

In the early 80s there was a sense of re -establishing the order, you know. . . the 

Ronald Reagan white man order is coming back. . . .You’d had that wimp Jimmy 

Carter talking about peace and human rights and all this other shit . . . you had the 

feminists and the negroes they’re all getting’ uppity on us, right, so we’re going to 

reinstitute order here. . .[The] whole country goes into this really puerile 50s 

fantasy where they’re dressing in these cardigan sweaters and we were just like 

fuck you, fuck you, not us, fuck you, you can take that and  shove it up your 

ass.174  
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 Despite this critique, there was among hardcore punks a disavowal of the 1960s, 

which on the surface seemed in line with Reagan’s disavowal of the 1960s. Certainly 

punk expressed much hostility towards hippies and towards the rock music of the 1970s, 

which was played by musicians who got their start in the 1960s. Many punks felt this 

music did not speak to them, and that older bands’ lingering presence stifled creative 

energy: “I mean in 1980 we’re still listening to the Doors and the Beatles and we’re 

supposed to be bowing down to that music and it just wasn’t our music.”175 

However, 1980s punk culture’s relationship to the counterculture of the 1960s 

was more complicated than it seems at first blush. Michael Azerrad writes that, in the 

wider punk culture of which hardcore was a part, not everybody was hostile to the 

political and cultural legacy of the 1960s. Some musicians saw a clear line running 

between that decade and their own, citing the main difference as one of emotional style: 

hippies explored mysticism and altered states of consciousness while members of 1980s 

punk culture explored angst, anger, and alienation. Even some hardcore punks wanted to 

build a culture in which music could be a central component.176 Recall, as mentioned 

above, the number of revivals of 1960s musical forms that punk fostered.  

It would be a mistake, however, to consider this punk nod to the 1960s nostalgic. 

Punk culture was not so much an attempt to turn back the clock as it was a continuation 

of radical cultural practices. Though Reaganism represented an attempt to paint over the 

1960s with an idealized image of the 1950s, radical cultural activity did not just 
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magically stop with Reagan’s election in 1980. George McKay points out that what he 

calls “cultures of resistance” continued to develop throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and 

1990s, despite announcements from the dominant culture that they died out sometime 

around 1970. McKay considers the hippie counterculture, punk, and even the electronic 

dance music cultures of the 1990s one long, continuous experiment in radical culture.177  

Indeed, as Mary Celeste Kearney argues, the DIY ethos of democratic cultural 

production, for example, was not an exclusive punk ethos. Both the hippies and the 

radical women’s movement engaged in DIY practices, as did the bohemian cultures 

before them. Olivia Records, the main label for US women’s music in the 1970s, was 

essentially a DIY operation.178 

Like punk in the 1970s, punk in the 1980s presented a rough-edged visual style. 

Just as clothing was worn, frayed, and rough-edged, so were the other artifacts of 

alternative culture. Against the popular sharp-edged prints of 1980s illustrator Patrick 

Nagel, alternative culture looked like smudged ink. Like thrift store clothing, flyers, 

zines, recordings, and album art usually displayed a crude amateur aesthetic. “Even the 

graphics and typography used on record covers and fanzines were homologous with 

punk’s subterranean and anarchic style,”179 writes Dick Hebdige. He describes the 

disruption of punk’s aesthetic in its social context: “Clothed in chaos, they produced 

Noise in the calmly orchestrated Crisis of everyday life. . .a noise which made (no)sense 

in exactly the same way and to exactly the same extent as a piece of avant-garde 
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music.”180 Whereas the Reagan-era culture of triumph celebrated the designer label, the 

chic gown, and the Porsche, alternative culture privileged the handmade and re-used over 

the store-bought. At the dawn of the desktop computer, most zines were made via 

traditional cut-and-paste techniques and reproduced on photocopier and mimeograph 

machines at places like Kinko’s, or on the sly at the zine-maker’s place of employment. 

Such an activity recalls Michel DeCerteau’s theory of la perruque, the repurposing of an 

apparatus associated with industry for subversive cultural uses. According to De Certeau 

the worker “diverts time. . . from the factory for work that is free, creative, and precisely 

not directed toward profit. . . . [The worker] cunningly takes pleasure in finding a way to 

create gratuitous products whose sole purpose is to signify his own capabilities through 

his work and to confirm his solidarity with other workers or his family through spending 

his time in this way.”181 Ian Mackaye of the bands Minor Threat and Fugazi, and owner 

of Dischord Records, describes how, in the very early 1980s, Minor Threat would make 

the jackets for their seven-inch singles out of a single piece of legal size paper, hand-

folding and gluing it themselves.182  

What MacKaye describes here is alternative culture’s DIY ethos. If alternative 

culture privileges the amateur aesthetics of the handmade, it is out of necessity as well as 

social critique. However, professional design was not the point, participation was. In this 

particular instance, participation created a whole culture expressing an oppositional 

discursive frame to the triumphalism of Reaganism: 
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We wanted to create our own culture because we didn’t feel connected to 

anything . . . . This was the first time Rock Music was being written by, 

performed by, shows being put on by, fanzines being put out by, networks being 

created—all by kids, completely outside of the mainstream music business, for 

reasons that had very little to do with economic incentive.183  

DIY’s privileging of participation over professionalism validates Walter 

Benjamin’s argument that an “apparatus is better, the more consumers it is able to turn 

into producers.”184  The handwritten or typed, collaged, photocopied, and stapled form of 

zines, the often lo-fi recording quality of punk records, the cheap equipment used to make 

them, and their harmonic simplicity, made media production and self-expression 

accessible to everyone. These low-budget, amateur artifacts enacted a Brechtian 

functional transformation (or Umfunktionierung),185 refusing the alienation of industrial 

specialization and professional slickness.  In other words, as Stephen Duncombe argues, 

“the seamlessness of commercial culture and the technical virtuosity of high art” creates a 

sense of awe that discourages consumers from making their own culture, but DIY 

artifacts like zines (or punk culture generally) “while pushing readers away [through their 

unsettling aesthetics and content] also welcome them back in—but as equals who make 

the switch from spectator to collaborator. . . .  Zines—with all their seams showing—
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encourage . . . you to come close, and say: ‘I see how they did that. That’s not too hard. 

Anybody can do that.”186   

Kruse writes that the DIY ethos is a romantic construct. She argues that numerous 

barriers confront the potential indie rock or pop musician—finding bandmates, affording 

instruments and having access to recording technology, “and the failure to impress 

gatekeepers at independent record labels and/or college radio stations, meant that it has 

never been true that anybody could be heard on college radio or that anyone could make a 

record.187 While all these barriers create problems for musicians, Kruse lays much control 

of the means of production on the “gatekeepers.” The point of DIY is to bypass 

gatekeepers. Similarly, Michael Azerrad writes that many musicians on the American 

underground rock scene of the early 1980s realized that they could record their band 

themselves on a low-cost four-track recorder, take the tapes to a mastering studio and 

then a record-pressing plant.188  

Certainly, as Kruse argues, this might not always be the case. However, the most 

important part of the DIY ethos is that it encouraged participation, and gave many 

musicians the understanding that they did not have to wait for a label to intervene on their 

behalf in the record-making process. The DIY ethos was also the mechanism that made 

many musicians realize that they did not have to look like rock stars or make music that 

capitulated to the standards of commercial rock, a point Mike Watt of the Minutemen has 
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made often.189 Punk and hip-hop musicians realized that they did not need a record 

company to oversee the recording process. They could do it themselves.  

While Kruse raises important points about the limits of a DIY mode of 

production, I would argue that cost could be a barrier to DIY. Mastering—the process 

whereby an engineer electronically processes the individual tracks so that they all have 

the same volume level and overall sonic qualities—and pressing records can be 

somewhat expensive. This is just as true now as in the 1980s. For DIY musicians, day 

jobs are essential. With enough money, however, anyone can make a record, and in this 

small but important detail I disagree with Kruse. Furthermore, Kruse overlooks cassette-

only production. Cassette-only releases eliminate the cost of record-pressing, and though 

the product will be low in sonic fidelity, musicians can even bypass cassette mastering. 

There are examples of bands and artists bypassing the mastering of cassettes as well as 

their professional duplication. DIY cassette duplication is time-consuming, but very 

inexpensive. In the 1980s, before the spread of digital recording software such as 

Garageband, cassettes were a cheap, DIY method that allowed musicians to express 

themselves through a magnetic medium. I do agree, though, that because of the 

gatekeepers identified by Kruse, not anyone can be heard on college radio or be signed to 

an independent label, much less a major label.  

Kruse has a point, but even if DIY is a myth, it is a myth that opposes Reagan’s 

nostalgic myths of affluence and political regression. If, as Reagan scholars like Combs 

and Vedlitz argue, myth shapes material reality just as the reverse is true, then alternative 
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culture’s DIY myth constructs a more democratic world than does Reagan’s nostalgic and 

neoliberal myth. DIY holds out the possibility of participation and self-representation, of 

being a producer in an age of conspicuous consumption. For the 1980s culture of 

triumph, the individual acquisition of things equaled the good life. For alternative culture, 

acquiring the skills to speak for yourself complicated a phrase like “the good life.” The 

good life is merely comfortable existence, but representing oneself through cultural 

production opens up new possibilities for existence. Furthermore, as both Kearney and 

Duncombe demonstrate, DIY leads to connections with others rather than connections to 

markets. Though alternative culture values individual freedom, it is a different sense of 

individualism from the selfishness of Reaganism.  

Furthermore, DIY made cultural production accessible to a whole generation 

alienated by the new right-wing America. Punk culture was emotionally dark, depressive, 

angry, and often shot through with desperation. Though the culture industries would not 

recognize “angst” as a marketable emotional style until the early 1990s, it offered a 

negation of the authoritarian feel-goodisms of the 1980, no doubt because it stood out 

against the optimism of the mainstream and against the optimism of the hippies. In 1982, 

Black Flag released the album Damaged, featuring songs like “Damaged” (Parts 1 and 2) 

and “Thirsty and Miserable.” In March 1985, the year following Ronald Reagan’s 

“Morning in America” campaign and four months after his re-election, Sonic Youth 

released their album Bad Moon Rising. The front of the album features a photograph of a 

scarecrow against a twilight sky, its jack-o-lantern ahead aflame. In the background rise 

the silhouettes of either urban tenement buildings or industrial agricultural machinery; it 
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is difficult to tell which. On the back of the album the band stands in weeds, in scruffy 

coats, next to the as-un-yet-burned scarecrow. The album, though not exactly low-

fidelity, bears a murky production quality that indicates it was not recorded in a fully 

professional studio. Full of abstract, haunting guitar textures, it features songs with titles 

like “Society Is a Hole,” “Justice Is Might,” “I’m Insane,” “Ghost Bitch,” about Native 

American encounters with Europeans, “ and “Death Valley 69,” a noisy meditation on the 

Manson Family murders.190  

This is not to say there was no sense of humor within alternative culture. There 

were certainly exceptions. Camper Van Beethoven’s “Take the Skinheads Bowling” was 

a chipper comedic song that received heavy rotation on progressive college radio. Many 

other jangling guitar bands, such as Green on Red, showed a wry humor in their songs. 

Often though, the humor was of the gallows variety and darkly satirical. The Dead 

Kennedys’ “Kill the Poor” for example was actually an anti-nuke, anti-neutron bomb, 

anti-New Right send-up. The Pop-O-Pies “The Catholics Are Attacking” lampooned the 

religion with a nursery rhyme melody set to a reggae beat. The Butthole Surfers entire 

catalog is one long scatological gross-out joke featuring songs like “Sweat Loaf,” “The 

Shah Sleeps in Lee Harvey’s Grave,” and “The Revenge of Anus Presley.” Even on their 

dark Damaged album, Black Flag had two satirical songs: “TV Party” and “Six Pack” 

(about beer, not abdominal muscles).191  
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As the following chapters detail, progressive college radio made room for punk 

culture on the airwaves. Given that Ronald Reagan commanded a vast media network 

with which to propagate his sunny, nostalgic affirmations, progressive college radio sent 

out negations, countering the myth of a morning in America. If the culture of triumph 

broadcasted bright colors, shiny surfaces, and happy sounds of success in order to efface 

the cruelty of its operating discourse, progressive college radio broadcasted the 

discordant, angry, ugly sounds of the losers of alternative culture. With low power and 

low transmission areas, progressive college stations could offer only so much resistance 

to the culture of triumph, but they did offer the sonic possibilities of different American 

myths, and these possibilities were there for anyone—particularly youth—who wanted to 

listen. 
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Chapter Two: What We Do Is Secret192  

 Lance Hahn, writer for Maximum Rock ‘n Roll in the 1990s, relates a story of his 

punk rock days in Hawaii in the early 1980s. He recalls listening to KTUH, the radio 

station of the University of Hawaii Manoa. A couple of DJs were running their show as 

usual, playing a mix of punk rock. Rather abruptly, one of the DJs pulled the needle off 

the Big Black record that was playing and went live. The DJs had decided to interrupt 

their regularly scheduled music broadcast to talk about what they considered the US’s 

problematic involvement in the war in El Salvador.193  

 A short time later, Hahn would move to Los Angeles with his band, Cringer, and 

become an activist with the anti-nuclear SANE/Freeze organization. In the early 1990s, 

he moved to San Francisco where he formed J-Church in the wake of Cringer’s 

disbanding. He volunteered at the Epicenter Zone, a punk rock community center, record 

store, and zine library that was also a meeting place for the San Francisco branches of 

activist groups like ACT UP and Food Not Bombs. In true DIY spirit, he started his own 

record label, Honeybear, and released records by his own bands and others.  

 Neither punk rock nor progressive college radio always made such explicit 

connections between punk culture and left-wing political activism and outlooks. There 

were regressive, libertarian, and apolitical tendencies within punk, and progressive 

college radio DJs were often more interested in just playing music rather than 

commenting on the state of the world. 
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 Nonetheless, as the beginning of this chapter make clear, punk culture was often 

articulated to a leftist politics, either by individuals like Hahn, collectives like the 

Epicenter, or media organizations like progressive college radio. In the case of the latter, 

aside from the KTUH incident Hahn describes, many stations featured public affairs 

programs with an activist bent in the 1980s, such as KXLU’s Alternative Outlook or 

KSPC’s series about nuclear energy and weapons. Making a connection between a 

certain kind of music and a certain kind of politics was nothing new in the world of 

noncommercial, youth-run radio. Indeed, Peter Fornatale and Joshua E. Mills write about 

how underground FM in the late 1960s represented the counterculture.194 DJs would 

decorate studios in black light posters, lava lamps and Che Guevara posters. Between 

format-defying sets featuring Jimi Hendrix, Mozart, and Country Joe and the Fish, DJs 

would express verbally, over the airwaves, solidarity with the Black Panthers or the 

Weather Underground.  

 There was a difference between 1960s underground FM and 1980s progressive 

college radio, and between punk and the counterculture of the 1960s.  However, it 

seemed that as far as the parent culture of the 1980s was concerned, there was no 

counterculture or radical youth culture of any kind. It had died sometime in the late 

1970s, or perhaps with the election of Ronald Reagan. This view of the parent culture 

may be why many of the adherents of punk culture felt ignored by the mainstream, and 

therefore felt that punk culture was invisible. At the same time, they felt that the 

mainstream media never “got” punk in the 1980s. How could punk be invisible if print, 
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film, and television did in fact represent it, albeit in ways unrecognizable and risible to 

punk’s participants?  

Without invalidating the feelings that structured punk culture’s sense of 

invisibility, it may be more accurate to say that the mainstream misrepresented punk 

culture and thus marginalized it. The mainstream did not ignore punk culture entirely, but 

it did represent punk in selective ways. Cinema and television tended to treat hardcore 

punks or any youth that seemed vaguely rebellious, subcultural, or “arty” as a social 

problem in need of rehabilitation. Television especially treated hardcore as a threat to the 

nuclear family in need of containment. What was invisible to the mainstream was punk’s 

culture of production, its radical DIY ethos, and the way both of these critiqued the 

conspicuous consumption of mainstream culture in the 1980s. 

 These selective representations tended to bolster the dominant culture’s discursive 

framing of youth. In the 1980s, “youth” as a category seemed to be losing cohesion. As 

adults would have it, when compared to the political and cultural vanguardism of the 

baby boomers, the “baby busters” of the 1980s failed to present a distinct generational 

“character.” Youth and youth culture in the 1980s did not seem to fit the frames used to 

understand the baby boomers. Certainly youth did not appear to be as politically radical 

as the previous generation. Indeed, academic studies and journalistic reports from the era 

compare the campus unrest of the 1960s to lack of campus unrest in the 1980s, 

concluding that college students of the 1980s were conservative. At the same time, a 

discourse of youth criminality circulated, especially through the mainstream news media. 

Perhaps this lack of fit is why discursive framing of youth in the 1980s tended to operate 
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along a binary of good and bad. Youth were either politically conservative, upwardly 

mobile preppies or (often suicidal) juvenile delinquents. When representing punk culture, 

mainstream media usually did so through the delinquent frame, presenting it as a social 

pathology in need of reform.  

 If the prevailing discursive frames for youth in the 1980s did not quite fit punk, 

then they did not quite fit progressive college radio DJs either. They were college 

students, but not necessarily the preppie, conservative, and materialist college students of 

the popular imagination. At the same time, they were not necessarily the lumpen folk 

devils causing a moral panic on daytime and nighttime television.  

 This chapter asks these questions: How then does progressive college radio fit 

alongside the new conservatism of the Reagan era? How did adults discursively position 

youth in the 1980s?  

THE 1990S: COMMODIFYING DIY 

 
Though this chapter, like the project as a whole, is about progressive college radio 

in the 1980s, I want to begin with a discussion of the early 1990s. Readers unfamiliar 

with punk history and culture might find a discussion of Generation X in the early 1990s 

an easier entry into the 1980s. Terms associated with Generation X—grunge, punk, DIY, 

even angst and especially alternative—were in circulation in the 1980s, but came into 

wider circulation the following decade. Their association with Generation X might give 

readers a more familiar jumping off point. 
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Moreover, the culture industry hype that surrounded the commodification of 

alternative culture in the early 1990s might serve as a negative example of discursive 

framing. The vigor and enthusiasm the culture industries showed that decade as they 

rushed to turn punk culture into a commodified alternative culture stood in stark contrast 

to the way they ignored the exact same culture in the 1980s. The culture industries’ 

enthusiasm for marketing disaffection, angst, and DIY to “Generation X” in the 1990s 

was absent in the 1980s, though that same demographic was alive and coming of age in 

the 1980s. However, until the very end of the 1980s, Generation X had not been 

discursively called into being, nor was it associated with DIY, angst, and disaffection. 

Those whom the culture industries would name Generation X in the early 1990s were in 

various stages of adolescence and young adulthood in the 1980s. They were making a 

punk, DIY culture that, as Chapter One demonstrates, privileged handmade artifacts, an 

angry emotional style, and a worn-down aesthetic, but they were a minority. It would 

take a decade for the culture industries to come up with a strategy for marketing to a 

larger demographic what in the 1980s seemed out of step with the times.  

In the early 1990s then, on the heels of Nirvana’s commercial recording success, 

corporate culture industries “discovered” Generation X. Thanks in part to the efforts of 

Seattle independent record label Sub-Pop, which released Nirvana’s first full-length 

album, the corporate music and advertising industries quickly realized that Nirvana did 

not spring fully-formed out of nowhere. Rather, its members were long-time participants 

in a local music scene that was networked to other local scenes, all of which had been 

thriving for at least ten years without the help of the American entertainment machine.  
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The culture industries descended on the Pacific Northwest, which they had considered a 

cultural backwater up until that moment, looking to sign the next Nirvana. Native 

informants told them about Seattle’s connection to other localities on the underground 

music network, such as Minneapolis, Austin, Athens, Chicago, and Olympia, and about 

the punk culture that had shaped that network throughout the 1980s. New buzzwords like 

“grunge,” “alternative,” “punk,” and even “DIY” circulated through corporate popular 

culture as the culture industries scoured other local scenes for exploitable talent. 

Some entities within corporate media celebrated punk culture’s antagonism to the 

mainstream and began to use its anti-commercialism, obsession with authenticity, and 

fear of mainstream co-optation as marketing ploys. The youthful angst of the “baby bust” 

generation was suddenly big business. MTV ran a print ad aimed at the advertising 

industry featuring a photograph of a male Generation Xer that read: “‘Buy this 24-year-

old and get all his friends absolutely free.’”195 The boy in the ad, in early 1990s 

“alternative” or “grunge” garb—torn jeans, Doctor Marten boots, and flannel shirt—

strikes an “insolent” posture, expressing disdain for the establishment. Yet he represented 

the ideal MTV viewer who, like his peers, was aware of the latest trends.196  

Business Week and Advertising Age spent much column space explaining to their 

readers how to market to this new, disaffected target group, worth $125 billion in 

disposable income. According to a 1992 issue of Business Week, “‘Grunge, anger, 

cultural dislocation, a secret yearning to belong: they add up to a daunting cultural 
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anthropology that marketers have to confront if they want to reach twentysomethings. 

But it’s worth it. Busters do buy stuff.’”197  Even the amateur aesthetics of punk culture 

were commodifiable in the minds of Business Week’s editors: “‘The idea is to fake an 

aura of colorful entrepreneurship as a way to connect with younger consumers that yearn 

for products that are hand-made, quirky, and authentic.’”198 In the hands of the corporate 

media, DIY was no longer a radical mode of production but a commercial aesthetic style 

that signified hand-made, amateur, and rough around the edges.199 

THE 1980S: WE DESTROY THE FAMILY200 

 
Numerous participants in the punk culture of the 1980s report experiencing a kind 

of cognitive dissonance when confronted with the spectacle of major record labels 

tripping over themselves to sign bands away from independent labels in the 1990s. Many 

of my informants, as well as scholars, cultural producers, and observers of 1980s punk 

culture, felt that they were invisible to the mainstream media. To them, it seems that the 

culture industries as a whole spent the 1980s studiously ignoring independent labels, 

DIY, progressive college radio, and punk culture. This cognitive dissonance stems from 

the fact that many individuals who were part of the underground music scene in the US in 

the 1980s directly participated in an active national and even international culture of 

production. As explained in Chapter One, punk created a viable infrastructure supported 
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by zines, independent record labels, clubs, and progressive college radio stations. 

However, despite this bustling activity, most members of this community feel that what 

to them was the central reality of their lives was completely invisible and inaudible to the 

rest of the United States.  

This is not to say that members of the community would have it any other way. 

There was certainly freedom in obscurity.  It is simply to say that feeling invisible and 

unheard was part of the experience. Stephen Duncombe, in his study of zines, reads the 

advertising industry’s discovery of grunge, Generation X, and alternative music and 

culture in the early 1990s against its near-total neglect of the same in the 1980s. He notes 

that despite the fact that Fact Sheet Five’s monthly listings were evidence of a multitude 

of fanzines in the 1980s, its editor was somewhat baffled by the mainstream’s total 

ignorance of zine culture.201  A zine-maker himself in the 1980s, Duncombe evokes the 

sense of invisibility when describing that moment when alternative culture went 

commercial: “In the last years of the 1980s and the first few of the 1990s, a lost 

generation was found. Young people born in the sixties and seventies were dragged from 

anonymity and thrown under the spotlight.”202 Similarly, one progressive college radio 

DJ feels that her station seemed completely underground and off the mainstream cultural 

map.203  Likewise, Michael Lavine, photographer of many early 1990s grunge bands, 

remembers that in the 1980s, what would become the commercial genre known as 

“alternative” was so far under the media radar that talking to friends about it was like 
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knowing a secret code. “Since both of us were members of a secret club called the ‘indie 

rock scene,’ we instantly bonded. . . . We didn’t know that our secret club would ever be 

dug up.”204   

Thomas Frank, the caustic political writer and cultural critic, also comments on 

the invisibility of underground culture in the 1980s by describing the corporate rock 

press’s sudden interest in all things “alternative” in the following decade: “[In the early 

1990s] Rolling Stone magazine began making pious reference to the pioneering influence 

of defunct [1980s independent] bands like Big Black and Mission of Burma, whose 

records they ignored when new . . ..”205 Frank also suggests that punk and underground 

culture remained invisible to the mainstream because they could not be shoehorned into a 

consumerist discursive frame: 

Before this revelation, punk rock and its descendents had long been considered 

commercially unviable in responsible business circles because of their 

incorrigible angriness, their implacable hostility to the cultural climate that the 

major record labels had labored so long to build, as well as because of their 

difficult sound. . . . All through the seventies and eighties the culture industry 

knew instinctively that the music that inhabited the margins couldn’t fit, didn’t 

even merit consideration.206 

In the 1980s, punk’s discordant sound, often made harsher by its low recording quality, 

abject lyrics, ratty, thrift-store clothes, permanent sneer, confrontational live shows, and 
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ironic stance toward “show business” clashed with the decade’s triumphalism. Writing 

about the commercialization of punk from the vantage point of the early 1990s, Frank 

says, “Everyone in advertising remembers how frightening and enigmatic such displays 

were ten years ago when they encountered them in TV stories about punk rock.”207 

Frank’s framing of punk here needs some nuancing. The history of punk 

complicates and does not quite square with his position. Many of the early punk bands 

from the mid-1970s signed to major labels—the Clash and the Sex Pistols in the UK and 

Television in the US being some notable examples. In the 1980s, the UK Oi or street 

punks (described in Chapter One) commodified themselves by posing for tourists’ 

photographs in exchange for money.  Punk fashion crept into mainstream fashion as 

well—consider the popularity of “distressed” jeans as worn by Madonna or Whitney 

Houston in the 1980s, as well as the re-emergence of the leather motorcycle jacket’s 

popularity. Softened versions of punk hairstyles also appeared in the mainstream and, 

especially later in the decade, punk’s iconic footwear, Dr. Martens boots, became popular 

with pop starts like Whitney Houston’s future husband, Bobby Brown.  

It might be easier to square the history of punk and Frank’s position by 

substituting “punk” for “hardcore.” By the 1980s, punk had mutated into the forms 

described in Chapter One. Recall that, in the US, one of these forms became known 

among its participants as hardcore. Certainly no hardcore bands of the 1980s—Black 

Flag, the Dead Kennedys, the Circle Jerks, Minor Threat, the Effigies, Uniform Choice—
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were signed to major labels. This was also true for the anarchist punk bands from the UK, 

like Crass, Poison Girls, Subhumans, and Conflict, as well as UK Oi bands like the 

Exploited and Angelic Upstarts. Even the larger-circulating US zines like Maximum Rock 

‘n Roll, Flipside, and Suburban Voice, which served primarily the US and international 

hardcore scenes, did not receive much mainstream representation. This was not to say 

zines, hardcore, or punk received none: city newspapers might report on their local 

hardcore scenes, but these reports were often limited to the arts and entertainment 

sections.  

While substituting hardcore for punk might better explain Frank’s argument, 

hardcore as a term has limitations when discussing the mainstream representation of punk 

in the 1980s. As Michael Azerrad and Lauraine LeBlanc point out, punk was—and is—

an idea more than a particular sound.208 Hardcore was a distinct sound and scene. Punk 

in a broader sense did receive mainstream representation to some extent. The Los 

Angeles punk band X, for example, signed to a major label, Elektra, in the early 1980s 

and even played on Late Night with David Letterman. Hardcore band Fear appeared as 

the musical guest on Saturday Night Live. Certainly, as Rolling Stone, The Los Angeles 

Times, and Chicago Tribune articles cited in Chapter Two demonstrate mainstream 

publications acknowledged punk and hardcore’s existence.  

Without invalidating the punk community’s subjective experience of invisibility, 

therefore, it might be more accurate to say that the culture industries did not so much 

efface punk in the 1980s, as selectively represent—or misrepresent—it. In other words, 
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punk did enjoy—or suffer—some representation in the mainstream media. Perhaps a 

more useful way of thinking about the mainstream representation of punk culture in the 

1980s is to think of it as partial. The mainstream media in the early 1980s tended to focus 

on the more spectacular and shocking aspects of hardcore. Again, this is not to invalidate 

participants’ feelings of invisibility. As I demonstrate below, many participants on the 

punk scene of the 1980s felt that their cultural activities were invisible. However, even 

members of the 1980s punk scene would admit to the notorious “punk” episodes of 

television shows like Donohue, CHiPs, and Quincy. Frank admits that it did serve as 

bogeyman in the culture wars of the Reagan era. 

[B]ack in 1977, at the dawn of punk, the American media . . . lashed out at this 

strange, almost unfathomable movement. ‘Rock Is Sick,’ announced the cover of 

Rolling Stone in 1977. That national news magazines pronounce the uprising to be 

degeneracy of the worst variety then proceeded to ignore it all through the 

eighties. Its listeners were unmentionable on TV, film, and radio except as quasi-

criminals, and in the official channels of music-industry discourse—radio, MTV, 

music magazines—this music and the tiny independent labels that supported it 

simply didn’t exist.209  

Frank seems to be contradicting himself here. If the media “ignored” punk 

throughout the eighties, how did representations of punk end up on TV? Again, it may be 

more useful to say that the mainstream media only partially represented punk. 
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In focusing on the more spectacular aspects of hardcore, television and the press 

positioned hardcore as a dangerous but nonetheless passing trend of adolescent music and 

fashion. Reviews of or interviews with punk bands in the arts and entertainment sections 

of newspapers suggested punk was a primarily musical phenomenon.  It was not that the 

dominant culture ignored or rendered invisible punk as whole, but it may be fair to say 

that its partial representations of the culture ignored it as a culture of production and 

locus of radical critique. Television and print representations of hardcore downplayed the 

possibility that punk was a cultural or political phenomenon not dissimilar to past 

bohemian vanguards. The mainstream media did not ignore punk entirely, but it ignored 

the parts that did not square with a consumerist frame, or with the frames of US culture at 

large in the 1980s.  

Steven Blush’s account of hardcore’s representation in the media does not seem 

quite as contradictory as Frank’s.   

The mass media had no clue as to what was going on with Hardcore, though 

reporters and producers soon realized it made for great copy. They treated it as a 

troubling cultural epidemic, airing nightmare parodies on TV sitcoms and dramas. 

News accounts warned of dangerous teens displaying anti-social behavior. 

Naturally such alarms concerned parents, inspired law enforcement—and 

intrigued kids. 210 

Here Blush reinforces the fact that hardcore was not ignored, but rather represented in a 

way that fit the discursive frames available in the dominant culture of the 1980s. 
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As both Frank and Blush recount, corporate media represented 1980s punk rock 

as a social pathology, and punks as “quasi-criminals.” In a 1982 episode of Quincy, M.E., 

the procedural crime drama starring Jack Klugman, and an episode of CHiPs, the 

procedural cop buddy dramedy starring Erik Estrada and Larry Wilcox, from the same 

year, punk rockers appear as murderous goons. They pose such a threat to the social order 

that they are in need of discipline by the California Department of Justice as represented 

by Quincy and Highway Patrol officers Ponch and John. Those punk characters, who are 

not yet murderous, are benighted teens in need of rehabilitation. Elsewhere on television, 

talk shows like Donohue, Geraldo, and local Los Angeles program Hour Magazine tried 

to solve the “punk problem” by filling their guest panels with punk rockers, their parents, 

and various experts.  By redefining punk as juvenile delinquency, it positioned it as a 

threat to the family, suggesting that the proper venue to “solve” the punk problem was 

syndicated “lifestyle” TV programs such as Donahue and Hour Magazine, where experts 

could give advice to worried parents. 

Adults’ representations of radical youth cultures in the 1980s seem to bear out 

Donna Gaines’ argument that “[W]hen the cultural practices of contemporary American 

youth are not ignored, they are interpreted as nihilistic and self-destructive,” and thus 

newspaper and television reports of youth in the 1980s tended to sensationalistic, 

negative representations.211  Indeed, as Joe Austin and Michael Nevin Willard argue, 

there is nothing unusual about these representations; as in previous decades, they were 

par for the course in the 1980s. “Atrocity tales appearing in newspaper headlines, on 
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magazine covers, and during television newscasts ask us, with alarming regularity, to see 

young people as animalistic, alien others. . . . .” 212  

In fact, according to several sociologists and demographers, in the 1980s the 

parent culture in the US saw youth—not only punk rockers—not as the hope of the future 

but as a social problem. “‘Youth’ becomes a metaphor for perceived social change and its 

projected consequences, and as such it is an enduring locus for displaced social anxieties. 

Pronouncements such as the ‘problems of youth today,’ used as a scapegoat for larger 

social concerns, objectify and reify young people as the problem in itself. Young people 

are approached with the assumption that they are ‘problems.’”213  

Reagan’s symbolic return to the 1950s brought with it not only family values and 

the cult of prosperity, but also the discourse of the juvenile delinquent. Reagan’s 

dismantling of the social safety net increased the equality gap between classes. Gaines 

notes: “As the country seemed to split into rich and poor, privileged and disenfranchised, 

the kids themselves were also polarized, dichotomized as winners or losers. With 

everybody telling them how little there was to go around, kids in the 1980s had two 

choices: be very good and win, be bad and lose.” 214 Austin and Willard echo this 

sentiment, arguing that “[t]he complex conflicts and displaced social anxieties concerning 

social change, often metaphorized through concerns about ‘youth,’ result in 

contradictions in our understandings of young people. . . . These contradictions. . . . 
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highlight the bifurcated social identity of youth as a vicious, threatening sign of social 

decay, and our ‘best hope for the future.’”215 

George Lipsitz provides a possible reason for why the dominant US culture in the 

1980s framed punk and especially hardcore as juvenile delinquency: “‘public records 

most often reflect the concerns of those in power and only rarely contain evidence of the 

thoughts, action, or aspirations of teenagers and young adults unless those groups are 

seen as some kind of threat to people with power.’”216  Conveniently for those in power, 

the juvenile delinquent frame rendered invisible punk’s radical critique of consumer 

capitalism, conspicuous consumption, imperialism, US involvement in Central America, 

and the culture of triumph. The dominant culture represented punk in ways that bolstered 

the hegemonic order. In this way, those in the US punk community were, to some extent, 

correct in feeling invisible. The most radical parts of their culture were invisible. 

However, marginal might be a clearer term, because as Duncombe phrases it, the culture 

industries dragged punk from the shadows of the underground into the light of the 

mainstream. Punk was not so much invisible, then, but marginal, in the sense that being 

marginal meant being vulnerable to the gaze and hearing of hegemonic culture. 

PUNK ROCK WILL SORT OF BE TELEVISED 

 
In the popular and, to a lesser extent, scholarly imaginations of the early 1980s, 

college campuses—the homes to progressive college radio stations—were seeing a sea 
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change in the character of incoming freshman. According to the 1980 Survey of College 

Freshmen, conducted by UCLA and the American Council on Education, business 

management was the most popular college major among that year’s class of freshmen. 

The studies also found that incoming freshman were concerned with money, status, and 

power and much less concerned with political activism.217 Popular magazines like US 

News and World Report and Newsweek marveled at the fact that barely a decade earlier, 

campuses like UC Berkeley, Kent State, and Columbia had been the sites of social unrest. 

Now, students at those schools and others were primarily concerned with getting good 

jobs and starting families. Furthermore, they were flocking back to fraternities and 

sororities, which the radical students of the 1960s had abandoned.   

Scholarly researchers provide a more nuanced picture. David Riesman, the same 

sociologist who became famous in the 1950s for his book The Lonely Crowd, noted that 

while college students in the 1980s were not taking to the streets in revolt en masse, 

minorities, such as gay students, petitioned the school for recognition or rights.  Riesman 

also claimed college students were even more sensitive to and accepting of diversity and 

concerned with equality.218  Moreover, despite an apparent collegiate materialism, there 

was also a rising interest in the arts and a willingness to live with parents longer in order 

to support artistic endeavors. In a 1979 study for the Institute for Social Research at the 

University of Michigan, researchers corroborated Riesman’s views about college 

freshman. “Although a number of their values might be described as ‘conventional’—or 
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for that matter, traditional or conservative—there are other views and values which do 

not fit.”219 

Even if scholarly studies showed a mix of liberal and conservative traits in college 

students, it seemed that popular culture hewed to the conservative image of the college—

and high school—student. For example, while Risky Business was not a “family values” 

film, it did celebrate wealth and a free market economy. Michael J. Fox’s Alex Keaton of 

television’s Family Ties represented the power-dressing and materialist ambitions of what 

Time called “Reagan’s boomlet”—young people who had voted for and were enamored 

with the President.220  Anthony Michael Hall’s nerd characters in beloved “brat pack” 

director John Hughes’ films show a desperate desire to belong to the status-conscious in-

crowds of his high school. Even the punk-like characters in Hughes’ films show that 

beneath their thrift-store clothes and dyed hair, they harbor a desire to conform. Losers 

with upwardly mobile ambitions, their damaged psyches or disadvantaged class statuses 

keep them in eccentric, bohemian rags. Once the female bohemian characters adopt 

heteronormative beauty standards, or date up, or both, they can then realize the American 

dream.  

John Hughes’ representations of “punk” characters served the same purpose that 

other popular representations served.  Just as Quincy, Ponch, and John reformed errant 

punks, so Hughes’ films bring rebellious youth to heel. Given that, in the 1980s, punks 

were read as delinquents, Timothy Shary’s analysis of Hughes’ portrayal of delinquent 
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characters is useful: “Like their roles in films since the ‘50s, delinquents are used to 

demonstrate that crime is not proper means of acceptance, and unless the delinquent 

reforms, he or she is destined for a life of misery.”221  

If the youthful characters in 1980s film and television wanted to join in the go-go 

rush for wealth in a nation full of business majors, then popular culture provided 

something of a glossy universe to reach for. Music journalist Pat Blashill, who was a 

teenager on the hardcore scene in Austin, Texas, in the early 1980s, remembers popular 

culture of the era as resolutely affirmative of the social order. He describes the edifice 

that punk assaulted: 

In the eighties, America was all about shiny surfaces, and mainstream culture was 

about as deep as Bobby McFerrin’s 1988 hit song, ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy.’ 

Movies like Back to the Future and Romancing the Stone weren’t the norm, just 

sure signs that Hollywood was again becoming a factory for empty escapism. The 

best-seller lists were rocked by Slaves of New York, Less Than Zero, and Bright 

Lights, Big City, three very hip novels about people with nice clothes, cocaine, 

and hardly anything to say.222 

A progressive college radio DJ echoes Blashill’s sentiment: “It seems the whole ‘Less 

than Zero’ identity was the status quo for that time period. Mostly preppy-stylized kids 

doing a lot of drugs, particularly cocaine. It seemed like the politically-conservative 

image was very popular, with the more risqué behavior being submerged beneath the 
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image.”223 Another DJ suggests that young people were supposed to be like Back to the 

Future’s Marty McFly: “attractive, confident, wisecracking, and all-American.”224  

As Gaines says, cultural and economic shifts in the 1980s dichotomized youth 

into good and bad categories: the upwardly mobile, successful preppie, or the criminal 

member of a youth subculture. The criminal discourse was a way for the dominant 

culture to discipline youth.225 If punks were a social problem, a contagion on the body 

politic, then it was easier to dismiss their overt counterhegemonic critiques or the 

uncomfortable possibility that the mere presence of a radical culture was a symptom, a 

sign that it was not “morning in America.” Moreover, between the discourses of good and 

bad youth lay the third strategy, namely, pretending the radical youth culture does not 

exist at all. In other words, the parent culture framed radical youth culture only as a 

contagion but effaced the possibility that the culture was productive and created its own 

cultural infrastructure, as Thomas Frank argues. 

The minimalization of the possibility of a radical youth culture is in fact what 

happened during the 1980s according to Gaines, “By now, adults had stopped viewing 

kids as part of a social movement. The importance of ‘youth culture’ had diminished. 

Subculture was just something recreational that kids did, and overdid when they failed at 

what adults figured they were supposed to be doing.”226 Gaines contrasts this situation to 

her own teen and college years in the late 1960s, when the hippie counterculture had the 
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support of teachers, intellectuals, and the culture industries and a sense of its own 

international solidarity, “so that even marginal affiliation with the youth subculture gave 

you permission to feel that your instincts were correct.”227 

Indeed, among many indicators that the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s 

wielded enough power to make adults listen and to remake the adult world in its own 

image was the way the counterculture’s influence restructured the television industry. 

Recognizing the spending power and sheer numbers of the baby boomers, executives like 

Fred Silverman at CBS made the risky decision in the 1970s to dump its lineup of senior-

oriented hit shows like Green Acres in exchange for counterculture-oriented “relevant” 

TV shows like All in the Family and M*A*S*H. Nevertheless, in the 1980s television 

would continue to cater to the aging yet less politically active boomer demographic. 

Indeed, one market researcher argues that network television in the 1980s barely 

programmed to viewers in their twenties, skewing instead towards the middle-aged 

(Dallas and The Wonder Years), the elderly (The Golden Girls), or the very young 

(cartoons).228  

Furthermore, boomer media pulled an interesting sleight of hand.  In the hit film 

The Big Chill and the television show thirtysomething, aging boomers lament the lost 

radicalism of their youth, and wrestle with their guilt over selling out. Given the 

discursive framing of youth in the 1980s as pathological, conservative, or non-existent, 

boomer narratives laid claim to radical culture, discursively monopolizing it while safely 
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locking it away in the past. William Strauss and Neil Howe argue that boomers tend to 

view the thirteenth generation (their term for Generation X or the baby busters) with 

disappointment and as a generation of lumpen underachievers,229 hence their tendency, as 

Thomas Frank acidly describes it, to overlook the possibility of a generation other than 

theirs creating a radical youth culture. “[T]hey remained hopelessly ignorant of the actual 

insurgent culture that has gone on all around them for fifteen years. . . . [They] cannot 

imagine a ‘counterculture’ that exists outside of their full-color, 36-inch screens.”230 

More diplomatically, punk activist Johnny Temple writes, “Unfortunately, punk 

rock has not enjoyed the same cachet among older progressives that artists like Country 

Joe and the Fish and Bob Dylan once did. Punk activism has always existed outside most 

progressive political channels, and its subversive currents have, for the most part, been 

unrecognized.”231 As if driving Temple’s point home, in the Quincy, M.E. punk episode, 

Quincy lectures the degenerate punks about their nihilism, extolling the virtues of an 

unnamed generation which only a few years earlier stopped a war they thought was 

wrong; all the punks do is whine, says Quincy.232  

The fact that adults could see only thugs or preppies among 1980s youth may not 

be due to their unwillingness to see the radical youth cultures in their midst. Rather than 

marching in the streets, members of these cultures were receding from view. As noted in 

the Introduction, radical youth cultures were moving away from street demonstrations 
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and towards counter-hegemonic lifestyles.233 Though Johnny Temple is disappointed that 

the establishment Left never reached out to activist punk rockers, he shoulders some of 

the blame. Counterhegemonic lifestyles, he admits, can be too inward looking and 

individualistic to be vehicles for social change.234 (22). Gaines uses the term “subcult” to 

describe these secretive micro cultures:  

Where the youth subcultures of 1960s hippies or 1950s gangs were visible to 

adults, the refuges of the 1980s were more underground and more heavily coded, 

benefiting from long-term isolation. On a continuum, as activity becomes more 

insular, less understandable to adult mainstream decoders (sociologists, 

journalists, psychologists, teachers, parents, critics) the closer to subcult status it 

moves.235  

What may have alienated older progressives from punk was punk’s anti-hippie 

stance. Punk’s antagonism towards hippies was one of its most notorious strategies to 

shock the bourgeoisie. Johnny Rotten famously wore a t-shirt of 1960s psychedelic band 

Pink Floyd, who were still going strong in the 1970s. Over the the words “Pink Floyd,” 

Rotten had hand-written “I hate.” Jon Savage sums up the attitude of the punks of the 

1970s this way: “The children of the liberal consensus were turning against their parents, 

whether metaphorically or literally (as in the case of Sid Vicious and his hippie 

mother).”236 Contempt for hippies was not confined to British punk. Mark Andersen and 
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Mark Jenkins argue that punk’s short hair was a criticism of what the punks perceived as 

hippie’s hedonistic excess. Punks often felt that hippies had replaced a revolutionary 

counterculture with an ineffectual, drug-based drop out culture.237  Moreover, hardcore 

punks in the 1980s mistrusted organizational politics. “Of course, punk rockers must 

accept some culpability for the chasm that separates them from older generations of 

political activists. Underground rebellion has too often become more of a vehicle for 

expressing youthful desires and frustrations than for fighting injustice; the prospect of 

working side by side with older activist who may resemble their parents is decidedly 

uncool.”238  

Members of the American punk rock underground, including progressive college 

radio DJs, found themselves at odds with the discursive frames available to them.239 If 

they were not the criminal underclass, progressive college DJs did not fit the upwardly 

mobile preppy frame either. Al Quint, who would DJ at WZBC at Boston College in the 

mid-1980s before starting Suburban Voice zine himself a “black sheep” and “outsider,” 

different from his peers in high school and college in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In 

high school, Quint was virtually alone in listening to punk rock on Boston-area 

progressive college radio stations. In college, Quint’s fellow freshmen ribbed him for 

liking punk rock, and for the most part he did not socialize. Due to social awkwardness, 

he was not a college radio DJ for very long. Like most American college students at the 

time, he was a business major. He’s not sure why. “I was in a fog in college.” When 
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Quint entered the workforce in the early 1980s, he found the job opportunities alienating. 

Having a business degree did not seem to guarantee success. His feelings of being a black 

sheep, misfit, and outsider began to bump uncomfortably against his job as a retail 

management trainee and, later, a bank teller. The stress of working for unpleasant bosses 

began to wear on him as well.240   

Driving to and from work, Quint relieved his stress by listening to British anarcho 

punk band Discharge as well as the hardcore punk compilation Someone Got Their Head 

Kicked In on Better Youth Organization (BYO) Records from Venice, CA. The tape 

lasted exactly as long as Quint’s commute, and its high point was the song “Violence” by 

Youth Brigade. In 1982 he became his own cultural producer, self-publishing his zine, 

Suburban Voice. He was also reading the already venerable punk zine Maximum Rock ‘n 

Roll during his lunch hour at the bank and absorbing its leftist politics, which only 

increased his resentment towards Ronald Reagan. “My personal life and punk rock were 

coalescing to have an effect. . . [I] began to take punk and use it to examine my own life.” 

Inspired by a conversation with Vic Bondi, lead singer for Chicago hardcore band 

Articles of Faith, Quint quit the bank and went to work in a record store. “As a black 

sheep and outsider, punk connected me with others who felt the same.”241 

KXLU DJ Pam Moore began her high school career longing to fit in with the 

preppies, but “I never had the right clothes, or the social cachet.” Once she discovered 

punk, however, “I felt freed from that longing. All of a sudden it was a freedom from 

                                                
240 Quint, telephone interview by author. 
241 Quint, telephone interview by author. 



 112 

having to chase that dragon. It felt cool to be an outsider. It felt like ‘Fuck you, I don’t 

care if you don’t like me.’” For Moore, punk provided a space free of adult supervision, 

where she and her friends could develop their creative abilities without interference. She 

continues, “If you don’t like me, it only adds fuel to my fire. I went from feeling inferior 

for being an outsider to feeling superior for being an outsider.”242   

FORMING243 

 
 Punk attracted youth who felt marginalized by their peers and by the parent 

culture. However, for all the sensationalism the Sex Pistols, especially Sid Vicious’s, 

punk was not always the easiest music or culture to find. Many of the DJs I interviewed 

described how they discovered punk. What is interesting to the present chapter is the way 

the DJs developed a sensibility that did not fit with the discursive frames described 

above. As they learned about punk, they also developed an ironic distance from popular 

culture which would not be recognized by the culture industries until the 1990s. They 

also demonstrated an interest in the radical cultures that had preceded punk, that also did 

not seem to register on the mainstream radar in the 1980s. 

Many future DJs growing up in the 1970s had not heard punk and other niche music, but 

they had heard of it by reading various print media. Before he became a DJ at KAOS FM 

at the Evergreen State College, Calvin Johnson remembers that as a teenager, “I was 

reading about bands, but I’d never actually heard the bands. I was pretty sure I liked the 

                                                
242 Moore, e-mail interview by author. 
243 The Germs. “Forming.”  



 113 

Ramones, but I didn’t know what they sounded like, or the Stooges, or the Velvet 

Underground.”244 Quint remembers, “there was a little booklet I had called Rock 

Revolution and there was a chapter by Lester Bangs. . . . He mentioned Iggy and the 

Stooges and I found a used copy of Raw Power in 1976, and that was probably the first 

punk record I had.”245 Legendary rock critic Bangs wrote for Creem magazine, which 

was famous for running features about the fringes of rock ‘n’ roll culture. A dispatch 

from the cultural margins, Creem often ran features on the has-beens and commercial 

failures of popular music.  Quint says, “I used to devour music magazines, like Circus 

and Creem,” which is where he first heard about British punk bands Generation X, Sham 

69, and Slaughter and the Dogs.246  Gerard Cosloy, who worked at independent label 

Homestead Records in the 1980s before founding Matador Records at the end of that 

decade, recalls an obscure youth-oriented magazine called Hot Gorilla which, in late 

1976, ran a feature on the Ramones and the Sex Pistols, and even mentioned a punk rock 

radio show on MIT’s station, WTBS (later WMBR). Cosloy would DJ at Boston 

College’s WZBC in the early 1980s.247 

Also a reader of Creem, Cosloy suggests that its influence was not strictly 

musical, and it was one of the non-musical influences that shaped the way he thought 

about culture and politics. He compares the Watergate era to the Kennedy assassination 

and the Altamont music festival as moments that, in popular memory, represent a loss of 
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innocence. However, he adds that, as a young person in the early 1970s, he recalls feeling 

that the “whole world sucks, your authority figures suck, your institutions suck, everyone 

is lying to you and that helped fashion a sensibility of sorts.” In addition to Creem, 

Cosloy cites National Lampoon as an influence on his burgeoning sensibility. Both 

magazines demonstrated an absurdist sense of humor that was “absolutely hilarious but 

very difficult to pin down:” 

You couldn’t say it was leftist, you couldn’t say it was reactionary; it was 

absurdist in a way that made you think about maybe a comedian bombing is 

funnier than a comedian going over. Maybe the whole notion of a put on, the 

whole notion of satire: what does it matter if the artist means it? Why are we in 

these situations over and over again where we’re sitting waiting to be entertained 

as opposed to being challenged?248 

Furthermore, Creem’s absurdist sense of humor shaped the way it approached its 

coverage of musicians, which was never fawning.  “A lot of the great early Creem 

interviews were these antagonistic face-offs with the musicians themselves. . . .  These 

interviews weren’t kind of like the Rolling Stone form of ‘what’s it like to be a 

genius?’”249 

Creem was not alone in this absurdist sense of humor that was “difficult to pin 

down.” In his examination of the rhetorical strategies of 1970s New York City fanzine 

Punk, Daniel Lehman argues that the ironic relationship to the media as first ascribed to 
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Generation X in the early 1990s was practiced by the first generation of punks—who 

were younger boomers—in the 1970s. According to Lehman, rather than reject the mass 

media in a romantic “return to the land,” as the hippies were doing in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s, the first generation of punks embraced the mass media, albeit in a satirical, 

mocking, even love-hate way. As Lehman describes it, Punk embraced an absurdist 

approach similar to Creem’s.250  

This absurdist sensibility is important for at least two reasons. First, it 

demonstrates Sarah Thornton’s assertion that far from marking a co-optation of authentic 

subcultural forms, commercial media can actually disseminate them.251  Despite 

progressive college DJs’ attempts to stay outside the mainstream through their 

programming practices, their medium was always already part of the dominant culture. 

Secondly, Lehman’s work implies that Punk magazine’s ironic engagement with the 

tacky artifacts of mass culture is a kind of détournment, reversing the meaning of 

commercial artifacts for its own purposes, a practice punk borrowed from the Situationist 

International.252  

Reading about punk in Creem and other print media directed some youths, like 

Johnson, Quint, and Cosloy, to progressive college radio. Like these three, Marilyn 

Mock, co-host of the M&M show at KTRU (which later became the S&M show when 

Shawn Wichman replaced Max Grant in 1981) says that, from the late 1970s onwards, 

she was always on the search for non-mainstream culture, both musical and otherwise. 
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Her tastes ran towards 

anything cutting edge and rebellious - from Zap magazine to the book and 

movie A Clockwork Orange.  Was already into Velvet Underground, MC5, 

Joy Division and the New York Dolls which led me to The Ramones, Devo, 

Iggy Pop, Buzzcocks, Television, Richard Hell and the Voidoids, Sex Pistols, 

The Clash, Siouxsie and The Banshees, The Slits and X-Ray Spex.253  

The problem for Mock was that, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, “None of these bands 

were played on any local radio station in Houston [her home town].” Therefore, “I was 

always on the lookout for a radio station that played music that was not just the standard, 

boring, Top 40, middle-of-the-road, and college and independent radio provided that 

alternative.”254  

Like Mock, Ted Carroll, DJ and program director for KXLU in the mid- and late 

1980s, had a youthful interest in non-mainstream culture. Counting John Fante, the Beats, 

and Ken Kesey among his favorite writers, he saw in punk and other kinds of non-

mainstream music of the 1980s a connection with outsider literary movements: 

Music and books were the primary influence in my world at that time.  I was 

exposed mostly to the “Top 40” of the underground/punk/alternative market.  

The San Fernando Valley had no real adventurous radio stations; most of my 

introduction to music was through browsing record stores, listening to 

[Pacifica station] KPFK and [commercial new wave station] KROQ and 
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[reading] magazines.  I was more exposed to alternative literature, which 

seemed easier to gain access to and, at the time, easier to connect the dots 

from the influence of one writer upon another.255  

Here, Carroll counts Southern California’s San Fernando Valley—just over the Santa 

Monica mountains from the Hollywood sign—as a cultural desert, positioning it much 

like Mock positions Houston, TEXAS.  

Pam Moore, notes that the West Side of Los Angeles brought some “new wave” 

music via the commercial station KROQ FM, but she and her friends felt that it was too 

conservative:  

I grew up in Los Angeles and was into early L.A. punk bands. When I started 

listening to KXLU, I don’t think the term “college radio” had been coined yet. 

It was just a station that played the music I was listening to. There was a 

commercial station, KROQ, that was playing new wave music, and we did 

listen to specialty shows on that like Rodney Bingenheimer’s show, but for 

the most part we thought that station was too commercial and wimpy. And 

there were certain shows that I would listen to on [NPR affiliate] KCRW, 

though neither of those stations were consistently reliable with their 

programming… or I should say KROQ was reliably too tame. 256 

In high school in the early 1980s, Kim Fix, a program director for KXLU, thought 

that commercial new wave station KROQ was as fringe as radio stations got:  “I listened 
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mostly to KROQ as that was, at least I thought, the only station out there playing 

new/alternative music. . . . I went to clubs as much as I could although a lot of them were 

21 and over. I liked the whole Mod deal early in high school but that didn’t last long and 

then it was more punk.”257  

In addition to my own contacts with progressive college radio DJs of the 1980s, 

contemporary writers confirm that punk motivated many young people to want to be 

progressive college radio DJs. One journalist notes that merely four years before his 

article about KXLU, the station was a tiny student organization playing 1970s-style hard 

and progressive rock, until “a different breed of students,” steeped in punk rock, “began 

flocking to the offices.”258 Indeed, as one KXLU staff member put it: “I loved punk rock, 

wanted to be a part of the ‘movement” in one-way or another, and this seemed the most 

accessible venue for me.”259 Similarly, Dan Osborn of WNUR remembers that his 

station’s DJs maintained their connections to the 1980s US punk scene by reading zines: 

“I remember the local zine Matter and national zine Forced Exposure were influential 

among the rock staffs at the station.”260  

Throughout the decade, DJs at progressive college radio stations were reaching 

out to these youthful listeners on the cultural margins. In the late 1980s, after eight years 

of progressive programming, WNUR’s rock program director Octavia Kincaid noted that 

her work at that station was related to her desire to reach “people like high school kids 
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who have just heard the Sex Pistols and Dead Kennedy’s [sic]. I’d like to provide a place 

where they can expand their musical taste.”261 Clearly, progressive college radio did 

reach high school students interested in alternative music and culture. In some cases, 

future DJs enrolled at a particular university because of its radio station. For example, 

Carroll and Moore both entered Loyola Marymount University in the mid-1980s, shortly 

after KXLU had established itself as a progressive college radio station and had received 

attention from the press. Carroll comments, “College Radio is probably the single most 

important factor in my going to college.  I had read about KXLU in Rolling Stone and it 

was the preeminent factor in my attendance of LMU.”262  Moore concurs: “I heard about 

our college radio station KXLU through word of mouth… then I applied to go to school 

there primarily so I could be a DJ.”263 

These comments indicate, to varying degrees, the way these DJs’ developing 

identities seemed different from the dominant culture’s ways of thinking of youth in the 

late 1970s and 1980s. Neither conservative preppies nor juvenile delinquents, these DJs 

and some of the voices quoted above felt invisible, though as I indicated, it may not have 

been so much invisibility as marginalization through misrepresentation. This opens up 

possibilities for progressive college radio, since the DJs quoted in this chapter say they 

brought their identities and cultural affiliations with them onto the airwaves. The result of 

this meeting between these youth and the radio apparatus is the subject of the next 

chapter.  
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Chapter Three: University of DIY  

In January 1979, Georgetown University shut down its radio station, WGTB, 

selling its transmitter for $1 and transferring its frequency to the University of the District 

of Columbia. WGTB had been a thorn in the administration’s side since the early 1970s, 

when radical students began staffing the station and airing the views and music of the 

counterculture.264 Georgetown administrators tolerated this situation until 1976, when 

they fired all staff and shut down the station for three months. When WGTB began 

broadcasting again, the station may have seemed less radical for a while, but some 

reinstated DJs began playing punk rock.265  However, accounts differ as to why 

Georgetown finally sold off WGTB. Punk rock probably had little to do with it. William 

Barlow suggests that women’s programming on WGTB “began broadcasting public 

affairs features on birth control, abortion and lesbianism,” thus earning the ire of the 

Catholic university’s administration.266  Mark Andersen and Mark Jenkins suggest 

WGTB’s refusal to air Georgetown basketball games caused its downfall.267  

This chapter examines the relationship between progressive college radio and 

educational and state institutions, specifically the FCC in the case of the latter. Though a 

university administration’s control and even shutdown of its radio station was always a 

possibility, as with WGTB, most of the stations in this study operated with minimal 

university interference. In fact, as I will discuss, the radio production technology for these 
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stations were often created through student initiative.  In an example of DIY, engineering 

students built radio equipment from spare parts, with little help from their universities. 

Many of the DJs I interviewed have only vague recollections of administration 

involvement with their stations; others recall their administrations maintaining a 

deliberate hands-off policy. Archival materials show that some administrations felt that 

allowing students to run the university’s radio station by themselves was an important 

part of the university’s educational mission, which may be why they maintained this 

hands-off policy. Left more or less to their own devices, and enabled by an amateur 

broadcasting aesthetic, the student DJs used radio technology as a vehicle for self-

expression and self-representation on the airwaves. They debated among themselves, 

rather than with their universities, the extent to which they should improve their 

equipment and the extent to which DJs should sound more “professional.” Some thought 

they should, others felt that progressive college radio practices importantly echoed the 

DIY practices and amateur aesthetics of punk culture. 

At times, administrations actually worked to keep the radio stations student-run, 

even when under pressure from the FCC. Other than granting licenses to new stations, the 

FCC had not regulated college radio much after it opened up the lower FM band to 

educational stations in the 1950s. In the late 1970s, however, the FCC reexamined and 

amended the rules regarding low power, noncommercial, educational and non-

educational community FM. With the new Corporation for Public Broadcasting 

requesting ever more allocations for its National Public Radio stations, the FCC had to 

make room on the FM band.  The new rules reframed the role of educational radio within 
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a logic of professionalization and centralization. Educational radio stations had to 

conform to the new model by 1980 or lose their licenses to bigger, better-financed public 

radio stations.  

This chapter examines the amateur aesthetics and DIY ethos of progressive 

college radio in the face of federal pressure to professionalize. It asks, what happens 

when youth are allowed to make their own decisions about something as potentially far-

reaching as radio? What are the possibilities for self-representation when youth are 

allowed to produce media with little adult interference? How can amateur aesthetics and 

a DIY mode of media production create possibilities for self-representation? 

PROGRESSIVE COLLEGE RADIO’S INSTITUTIONAL LIMITATIONS 

 
Alternative media scholar Ted Coopman distinguishes between college radio and 

other kinds of low power FM: university stations are not as radical as independent 

community stations because they are always subject to the control of the university, 

which is the license holder. This is certainly true, and that control has resulted in the 

censorship, closure, or reformatting of certain college stations.  

Coopman’s concern is that not all alternative media are equally radical: “Lumping 

together National Public Radio (NPR) and your local pirate radio station into one big 

alternative to commercial mass media is ridiculous.”268 His intent is to carefully parse out 

distinctions between licensed and institutionally supported (by the US government, 

corporations, or universities) media and those media that are DIY and therefore “self-
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sufficient” 269 in order to develop more useful terminology to distinguish between the 

two. His term for the latter is “free media,” which, following free radio, are free from or 

actively reject government regulation, “commercial or traditional funding constraints,” 

and “organizational constraints.”270  

Nonetheless, while it is useful to be able to distinguish between different kinds of 

alternative media, the binary between institutional and free media has confining 

implications for progressive college radio. “Alternative magazines with corporate 

advertisers and institutionally supported student radio and TV stations are but a few 

examples of the potential pitfalls of trying to present alternative ideas and culture in an 

environment dominated and controlled by mainstream ideas and culture.”271 While 

Coopman is careful to note the important contributions made by these “mainstream 

alternative” media, he assumes the institutional support of, in this case, a university, 

automatically compromises student media’s radical potential, and he equates institutional 

support with corporate support. Such an equation overlooks state-run schools, which 

receive state and federal funding.  

Furthermore, though free media may be free of government regulation, 

commercial funding, and vertical organization, it may not guarantee a radical message. 

Whereas Coopman critiques the limits of institutionally sanctioned “alternative” media, it 

is worth noting that Steve Jones argues that historically, most free radio actually has 

mimicked its commercial counterparts in terms of musical content, and very little of its 
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programming expresses any kind of radical agenda. He concludes that the majority of 

free broadcasters have been “interested not in broadcasting a particular [musically or 

politically radical] message but in simply being heard.”272   

Compare Coopman’s argument to William Barlow’s assertion that licensed, 

institutionally supported stations can maintain radical programming and organization. He 

writes that, despite its FCC-licensed status, community radio—and he considers 

progressive college radio a type of community radio—is not driven by profit but by 

“social commitments” to build community “through the cultural production and 

reproduction of radio programming which is used as a tool for popular education, social 

justice, and socio-economic development.”273 

Additionally, Chris Atton warns against overlooking hybridity and impurity in 

radical media, in other words, missing the radical possibilities even in media that 

“accommodate themselves rather more cozily with mass media and mass-

consumption”274 such as institutionally-supported alternative media. In fact, though 

Coopman uses Atton’s six-point typology of radical media, he misses Atton’s final 

comments about it: “We need also to be alert to historical or geographical contingency: 

the absence of radicality in any dimension [of the typology] may not limit a medium’s 

revolutionary potential: the dimension may not be ‘available’ at that time or place, or in 

that culture.”275 
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Nonetheless, it is useful to examine instances when universities did discipline 

their radio stations. Though for the most part, the stations studied here received some 

combination of institutional support and a blind eye from administrators, it would be 

celebratory to suggest that college radio was a medium free of institutional control. 

For example, in the early 1980s, the Jesuits at the University of San Francisco asked that 

DJs not play local San Francisco band Pop-O-Pies’ “The Catholics Are Attacking.”276  

The University of San Francisco otherwise left KUSF alone. Other stations weren’t so 

lucky. Punk rock was in fact the reason for university censorship at WMSE. The station 

at the Milwaukee School of Engineering began playing punk rock and new wave music in 

1981. By 1982, the administration had reformatted its program schedule. Calling the 

reformatting “housekeeping,” one administrator explained the university’s actions by 

claiming that MSE “is a conservative engineering school, and that is the kind of image 

we want to present. We simply do not have in mind being known as a punk rock and new 

wave school.”277   

Apparently, the administration at Davidson College in Davidson, North Carolina 

was not only averse to punk; it was also averse to having a student-run station. The 

administration authorized WDAV 89.9 FM in 1969, and the station went on the air in 

1973 as a ten-watt, student-run operation. However, in 1978, the administration took 

over.278  Former DJ Kevin Dunn explains: “The station had been created as a student-run 

station at Davidson College, NC, but the College Trustees took it over and turned it into a 
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Classical Music/NPR station. They gave the students a 2-hour late night shot for 

alternative music [called Flipsides]. That show was cancelled in 1986 to make the station 

100% Classical.”279  

Despite these examples, and despite Coopman’s critique, universities supported 

their radio stations as often as they clamped down on them. This is certainly true with the 

stations in this study. KTRU, which Rice engineering students founded in the early 

1970s, only experienced university interference in the last decade, when in 2000, Rice 

University demanded the station broadcast more sporting events in a move echoing the 

demands of Georgetown twenty years earlier. KTRU complied, but as of August 2010, 

Rice has sold KTRU’s antenna to the University of Houston, rendering KTRU an 

Internet-only radio station.  

KTRU’s fate not withstanding, WNUR, KXLU, and KSPC have all received 

university support. Despite the criticisms leveled against it, as explained in the last 

chapter, WNUR thrived throughout the 1980s and remains an important progressive 

college radio station in the twenty-first century. Also mentioned in the last chapter was 

the way KXLU’s programming of discordant punk in the 1980s seemed at odds with 

Loyola Marymount University’s status as a Catholic school. However, administrators—

including Jesuit priests—came to the station’s defense. “‘I would find it hard to believe 

that there are many fans of this music up there in the administration,’” said Judy Puckett-

Borunda, KXLU’s faculty adviser, in a 1987 interview with The Los Angeles Times. 
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“‘But the Jesuit tradition is one of open learning and support of anything that will help a 

person grow.’”280   

University administrations, therefore, largely took a hands-off policy towards 

their student-run stations. Administrators and faculty liaisons gave guidance where 

necessary, but protected students’ rights to run the stations as they saw fit. Judging from 

the memories of the DJs, this certainly seemed to be the case. Perhaps in some cases, 

“lack of memory” is a better way to put it, since some DJs barely remember having 

faculty supervision. The response of my informants to the question of university 

involvement and regulation in the station is remarkably consistent. All the DJs I spoke 

with agree that administration and faculty involvement was limited, and some have only 

dim recollections of there even being a faculty liaison or advisor.  

For example, punk folk singer Lois Maffeo states: “Evergreen seemed to treat 

KAOS as a separate entity, not a college station. They were entirely hands-off to my 

recollection.”281 Dan Osborn echoes Maffeo’s point when he talks about the relationship 

between Northwestern University and WNUR. Supervision meant, “just a staff advisor 

and a more-involved grad student advisor. Not much meddling that I recall. [The] station 

was totally student run, with a faculty or grad student advisor (who usually stayed out of 

the way).”282 KXLU’s Carroll says, “We had a faculty liaison, but mostly we were a self-
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governed organization.  [There] may have been an unofficial ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ policy 

about what went on at the station.” 283  

 Julie Grob, who served first as Promotions Director and eventually Music 

Director at KTRU in Houston, says that Rice University also left KTRU’s staffers to their 

own devices. “We had a very loose rein. If there was any faculty oversight I do not 

remember it.” For Grob, student control of KTRU blots out the face of faculty 

supervision: “There must’ve been somebody who was the faculty liaison, but it was 

basically all students and maybe a few people who were alumni who were engineering 

type people who literally made the station run. [The administration] didn’t pay any 

attention to what we were doing. When I was there we pretty much did what we 

wanted.”284 Bob Weston says, “There was no faculty involved. We had a faculty advisor 

who worked upstairs in the library—we were in the basement—and I never saw him, 

until one year I was General Manager and I had to make him sign [purchase orders], but 

we never saw him [otherwise]. We never saw an adult or faculty member.” He does 

remember that some former DJs still living in the Lowell, Massachusetts area after 

graduation would serve as “ad hoc” advisers, helping with equipment repair or provide 

other forms of support.285  

 This freedom from adult and institutional supervision allowed the KTRU staff to 

do its own research on censorship and relax its censorship policy. Grob remembers 

removing “do not play” notices from albums and songs, and the first time she was able to 
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play with impunity “Orgasm Addict” by British punk band the Buzzcocks. “And I don’t 

remember any faculty people at Rice or administration noticing that this was going on or 

dropping in on a KTRU meeting to see what was going on.”286  

 Bob Weston suggests that perhaps because faculty were not involved in the 

management of most progressive college radio stations, DJs were able to program 

obscure, noncommercial music, even though incoming would-be freshman DJs objected. 

Here is one area that fails to meet Coopman’s criteria for free media. Progressive college 

stations could be very hierarchical in their organizational structures. Weston says, 

“Because so many freshman would come to the station and want to get on the radio and 

want to play junior [commercial radio] we’d have to say, ‘No, you can’t play that. You 

don’t get a show.’” Freshmen would protest that their student fees paid for the station and 

they deserved a DJ shift to no avail. Weston is unsure how senior DJs made the policy 

stick. “They would just convince people to play the noncommercial stuff or just bully 

them into not showing up. It was one hundred percent run by the people who had been 

there for a few years. When you were new you learned how to run the station and then by 

the time you were a senior you were running it and teaching the freshmen.”287  

Thanks to its unsupervised student staff, progressive college radio stations often 

made names for themselves in their communities. While faculty and administrators might 

be proud to boast of their cutting-edge radio stations, that does not mean they had to like 

them. WNUR had a loyal audience in the greater Chicago area. However, its 

                                                
286 Grob, telephone interview by author. 
287 Weston, interview by author. 



 130 

programming did not always please the administration. “I know that we'd hear minor 

complaints from professors or deans if content aired they didn't like, but they were pretty 

hands-off.”288 Osborn does not provide a reason for this hands off policy, but KXLU’s 

Carroll describes a situation that may be applicable: 

LMU had little to no voice in what KXLU broadcast, and were somewhat caught 

in a conundrum.  The station was very well known and held a great deal of 

prestige in the “college-radio” world, and in LA at large, yet could also be 

controversial in its content, particularly amidst a very conservative campus and 

student body.  Members of the faculty/administration held obvious disdain for the 

radio station, while others championed it.289 

The cases discussed above demonstrate the different possibilities for a college 

radio station’s relationship with its host institution. On one hand, some university 

administrations historically have clamped down on their radio stations, sometimes 

censoring them or, in more extreme instances, shutting them down, selling them off, or 

reformatting them altogether. On the other hand, some university administrations 

historically have supported their radio stations, perhaps guiding students but more or less 

leaving programming and other decisions to the discretion of the student staff members. 

Coopman’s argument that we should distinguish between different kinds of alternative 

media in order to better determine the radical potential of each kind makes sense, 

especially given the fact that he is right: college radio stations are subject to the control of 
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university administrations. However, it might be useful to distinguish between different 

media within the same category, such as different types of college radio stations. Making 

such distinctions would also work with Jones’ point that not all free media feature radical 

content.  

STATE REGULATION, STATE CONTROL290 

 
Censorship from or takeover by their host institutions, then, was not always a 

threat to progressive college radio stations, but the government certainly could be. 

Communicating with progressive college radio stations through the mail,291 the FCC sent 

out edicts regarding new regulations in the latter decades of the twentieth century. 

Beginning in the late 1970s, the FCC, arguing from a position of spectrum scarcity, 

(something it had done since its founding), began legislating certain restrictions on low-

power, noncommercial educational radio. By the early 1980s, colleges like Pomona 

College in Claremont, California, was very concerned with satisfying new FCC 

regulations while simultaneously keeping the station student-run. An article in the 

Pomona College newspaper announced, “Several changes in KSPC’s policies and goals 

appear to be on the horizon and as the station’s student management, the College’s 

administration and the ASPC [Associated Students of Pomona College] attempt to 

comply with a new set of FCC guidelines.”292 What had all parties concerned was a series 
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of FCC deliberations begun in 1976 and decided in 1978, which gave noncommercial, 

educational radio stations two years to comply with new regulations.  

After the FCC set aside the lower part of the FM spectrum for educational use in 

the late 1940s, it revisited this policy every few years. In 1961, for example, the 

Commission reexamined its FM allocations policies in anticipation of “future need.” Its 

only licensing requirement up until this time was that new stations’ signals did not 

interfere with existing signals. 

The Commission acknowledged, in 1966, that the time was near for restricting the 

licensing of new low-power—usually 10 watt—noncommercial stations. With the 

government’s establishment of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which would 

soon be petitioning the FCC for licenses for its National Public Radio stations, the main 

concern was spectrum space: the airwaves were becoming too crowded. “In our view . . . 

the time may well be at hand when proper use of the increasingly crowded educational 

FM band requires restrictions on the future authorization and continuance of 10-watt 

operations . . ..”293   

In 1978, the FCC convened to declare new rules regarding noncommercial 

educational FM. Efficiency was the watchword of the session. Speaking about low-

powered educational stations, the Commission said  

Even granting the value these stations can have and the service they can provide, 

we still must concern ourselves with the question of efficient channel usage . . . 

Only through the adoption of general allocation standards (with appropriate 
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exceptions where the public interest requires) can we provide some measure of 

certainty, efficiency, and cost-effectiveness in our allocations and licensing of 

stations.294  

Ironically, two organizations with populist-sounding names, the Corporation for 

Public Broadcasting (CPB), and the National Federation of Community Broadcasters 

(NFCB), lobbied the FCC to limit licensing of 10-watt radio stations. In an echo of the 

early broadcast regulation era of 1927-1935, the CPB and the NFCB argued that larger, 

more centralized and nationalized stations could do a better, more efficient job of public 

broadcasting. The FCC agreed: “It has become clear that these low power operations 

cannot be permitted to function in a manner which defeats the opportunity for other more 

efficient operations which could serve larger areas, and bring effective noncommercial 

educational radio service to many who now lack it.”295  

The FCC decided to move Class D, 10-watt educational stations to the 

commercial FM band to make room for larger NPR stations, unless the Class D stations 

could “exempt themselves by increasing facilities to at least the minimum Class A level 

of 100 watts ERP.”296 However, to stay viable and worthy of license renewal, all 

educational stations, regardless of class or frequency, had to adhere to the new “minimum 

schedule requirement” by increasing broadcasting hours:  

Also we have observed that many noncommercial stations have operated only 

rather limited schedules and that many also have been off the air for prolonged 
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periods, as, for example, when a college-licensed radio station observes the 

institution's curricular summer vacation. With the growing scarcity of spectrum 

space, this has caused us concern. 297  

In early 1981, KSPC began reorganizing in order to comply with the guidelines 

the FCC had laid out in 1978, but encountered obstacles. While the station operated at 

3000 watts and therefore would not have to move its frequency, as would the 10-watt 

stations, it would have to increase its operating hours, as per the FCC, which presented 

scheduling and financial challenges. Covering the story of KSPC’s programming hours 

increase in Pomona College’s student newspaper, Linda Margolies describes the effects 

of the regulatory changes on the station this way: 

KSPC can not [sic], however, continue as a wholly student-run operation, due to 

new FCC guidelines which require all radio stations, regardless of whether they 

be student-run or professional, to broadcast a full 365 days per year, for at least 12 

hours each day. Both administrators and students alike have realized the difficulty 

of operating a radio station which must broadcast for 12 months each year, with a 

management which resides in Claremont on a semester basis and which, 

furthermore, is subject to yearly organizational shake-up. Financially, the $8,000-

13,000 yearly budget supplied by ASPC hardly seems adequate to maintain 

equipment and retain management on a yearlong basis.298   
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The KSPC Radio Subcommittee, composed of students, trustees, alumni, and 

administrators, debated just how to comply with the FCC regulations. It considered 

selling the license, time-sharing with another radio station, or even becoming an NPR 

affiliate and completely professionalizing. None of these solutions were attractive to the 

Subcommittee. As with KXLU and others, KSPC’s host institution did not want to 

professionalize the station. KSPC General Manger at the time, Monica Marquez, said “‘I 

don’t think that the administration has any intention of taking KSPC away from the 

students.’”299  Dean of Students Richard Fass saw no “‘tug of war’ between students and 

administration.”300 President of Pomona College David Alexander wanted “to see the 

station continue to be student-run. ‘I want to keep KSPC and keep it as it is.’”301  

However, both the administration and the student staffers of KSPC realized that keeping 

the station on the air year-round for at least twelve hours a day would require hiring non-

students to maintain the necessary continuity. Furthermore, year-round operation would 

wear down the equipment faster, which meant hiring a chief engineer. 

For all the good intentions of the Pomona administration, KSPC’s autonomy, if 

not exactly lost, would be reshaped. The new management structure required a new 

budget. Hiring employees to help manage the station and maintain the equipment—which 

itself would need an infusion of funds for parts repair or replacement—meant a jump in 

budget from $13,000 per year to an estimated $57,500. Student fees could no longer 

cover KSPC’s operating expenses. Rather, the funds would come from the 
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administration. On the one hand, Dean Fass viewed “the college’s involvement as 

beneficial to student needs, and of a type that will aid student management.”302 On the 

other hand, “the infusion of so much administration money into KSPC” led President 

Alexander to raise not so much “‘the matter of censorship’” but the “‘matter of access.’ 

He states that the proposed plan represents a ‘big change, not only in finance, but in 

philosophy,’ and that if he ‘were manager of KSPC, I would want the money to come 

from where it does not,’ which is from the ASPC.”303  

In other words, to some extent Coopman is right. Not only is KSPC an FCC 

licensed radio station, and therefore subject to the FCC’s authority unlike a pirate or free 

radio station, but KSPC is subject to pressure even from a sympathetic administration. By 

contrast, KTRU continued to be funded by student fees. As such, KTRU was not 

beholden to the Rice University administration. Speaking to The Houston Post in 1974, 

program director Scott Hochberg said, “‘The university has maintained a hands-off policy 

. . . . There’s no censorship, implied or otherwise, as long as we follow the rules.’”304 

Publicity director Kim Wertheimer added, however, “‘We’re careful about that   . . . .The 

only time we have any contact with the administration is when we do a story on 

them.’”305 Ten years later, the same newspaper reported that student fees provided  

$15,000 per year to KTRU, making its budget comparable to KSPC’s before the 
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expansion of its schedule. KTRU chief engineer William told the Post at the time, “‘We 

don’t ask them . . . for any money and they don’t tell us what to play.’”306   

In the case of KSPC, the administration did express some interest in having a say 

in the station’s programming. President Alexander’s vague term, “access,” seems to have 

referred to his and the administration’s ideas about what they would expect KSPC to 

program once the station was dipping into university coffers. Mainly, the administration 

wanted to see more public affairs programming, with an emphasis on lectures and other 

educational campus events, as well as foreign language programming. While the 

administration did not censor KSPC, it certainly shaped the format. 

PROFESSIONALIZTION AND AMATEUR AESTHETICS 

 
 The new FCC regulations and the accompanying lobbying from the CPB and the 

NFCB in the late 1970s put pressure on educational radio to professionalize.  While this 

new regulation threatened the ten-watt stations, many college stations were not in any 

immediate danger of having to move to the commercial FM band or of being treated as 

secondary operations. KXLU, KSPC, KTRU, and WNUR broadcast at more than ten 

watts in the 1980s. KXLU had raised its power from the 100 watts in 1950, when it first 

went on the air, to 3,000 watts in 1968;307 KSPC, which, went on the air in 1956, had 

done the exact same thing in 1963;308 KTRU had raised its power from 10 watts went it 
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went on the air in 1971 to 250 watts in 1974, and to 650 watts in 1980.309  WNUR had 

steadily increased its power over a twenty-year period, beginning from its first broadcast 

in 1950 at 10 watts to 7200 watts in 1975.310 Nonetheless, all of these stations had to 

make adjustments after the new FCC regulations, the primary one being the expansion of 

broadcasting hours to the FCC-mandated 365-days-a-year, twelve-hours-a-day schedule. 

WNUR began broadcasting for twenty-four hours a day in the early 1970s.311 KXLU did 

the same in 1978,312 and KTRU in 1981.313 According to program guides from the 1980s, 

KSPC never quite made it to twenty-four hours, shutting down at 4 AM and logging on at 

6 AM. 

These new twenty-four—or nearly twenty-four—hour schedules pulled college 

radio towards a more standardized, rationalized, and professional sphere. Rather than 

allowing school schedules to dictate broadcasting schedules, noncommercial educational 

stations had to behave more like commercial and noncommercial public stations and 

feature a regularly scheduled broadcast day. Furthermore, many stations began to move 

away from a free-form programming policy in an attempt to carve a sonic signature on 

the airwaves. As mentioned in the last chapter, this was not necessarily a “bad” thing, 

because it actually made programming more innovative by making more room on the 

airwaves for independent artists. As some DJs will argue in the next chapter, progressive 
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college radio is a valuable resource, and DJs owe it to their community and to struggling 

cultural producers to do more than play their favorite Top 40 record.  

As KSPC came under the pressure of the FCC rulings, it increased its operating 

hours and it also began to move away from a complete free-form format. Speaking to the 

Pomona College student paper regarding the new FCC rules and pending administration 

funding, Program Director David Gindler called for a new programming direction for 

KSPC for 1981: “‘uniformity—one sound, not 15 sounds . . . This is the first time the 

station has what might be called a format.’” 314 Up until that time, KSPC featured block 

programming, in which each DJs show programmed a different type of music or several 

types of music, but the programming was up to the DJ. Concerned that KSPC’s 

reputation as “‘freak radio’” scared off potential student staffers, Gindler argued that 

from that point forward, “‘doing a show for KSPC is not renting out three hours of 

airtime.’”315  DJs would now be required to play a certain number of cuts from multiple 

genres of music with a focus on unknown artists, though they were free to pick individual 

songs and play them in any order they chose. The directors argued that this would give 

the station an identifiable sound and a clear niche in the Los Angeles radio market. 

General Manager Monica Marquez stated that KSPC would be run “‘more like real 

radio.’”316 

I draw attention to the KSPC story not only because it demonstrated the material 

effects of FCC policy on progressive college radio, but also because of the directors’ 
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response to the challenges they were facing. The tighter formatting is not the issue here. 

Rather, it is the way the directors frame their decisions as a move away from the playful 

and amateur—“freak radio”—and toward “real radio.” It is a strange disavowal, which 

does not perfectly align with the logic of commercial radio and its pursuit of branding, 

but still hints at it. Moreover, if uniformity of sound and programming was part of the 

CPB and NFCB’s strategy at the 1978 FCC hearings, then these two organizations in 

sense leveraged their idea of “real” radio (though they didn’t use that term) against the 

ten-watt noncommercial educational stations. In other words, KSPC was also employing 

the logic of federally funded-public radio. 

KSPC’s directors’ responses were nothing new. The idea of professionalizing, of 

students no longer “playing radio,” appears throughout the history of progressive college 

radio. In 1977, when WNUR upgraded to 7200 watts, directors emphasized the fact that 

the station’s increase in power meant DJs had to “‘sound as good as we can and make 

fewer mistakes,’” according to general manager Joel Raab.317 Raab’s successor, Bev 

Bleisch, framed the station’s new directions much like the KSPC directors would a few 

years later, in similar terms of “real” versus “play” radio. Looking back on the increase to 

7200 watts, which happened the year before she became general manager, Bleisch 

claimed that greater broadcast reach required greater professionalism. 

It changed our focus . . . . Instead of concentrating on just Evanston, the FCC now 

requires us to program for the larger audience we’re reaching. We can no longer 

afford to play college radio station. There used to be a day when we worried 
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mostly about whether the transmitter worked or not. Now our main concern is the 

quality of what we’re broadcasting.318 

Like KSPC, KTRU struggled with how to cope with change, only in KTRU’s 

case, change meant a power increase. Much like their struggles over programming, as 

outlined in the last chapter, staffers debated the merits and liabilities of a power increase. 

If the directors of KSPC and WNUR blithely announced a new, professional direction, no 

record exists of what the rank and file thought of it. At KTRU, however, most of the 

debate over the power increase took place on a “Graffito”, the computer sprocket-paper 

staffers would post at the station and on which they could write opinions about various 

issues. This leaves an interesting record from the beginning of the 1980s. 

A particular “Graffito”, most likely from 1980, bears the hand-written heading 

“Official-Ramifications-of-Increased-Power-Graffito-Sheet: Please Write Your Ideas 

about a Major Increase in Power.” Below, above, and around the heading are the often-

lengthy opinions of the DJs. Many of KTRU’s staffers express concern that becoming a 

more powerful and bigger radio station will jeopardize their connection to their local 

community.319  These concerns echo the arguments of the ten-watt educational stations 

that in 1978 petitioned the FCC for their continued existence.  

In particular, comments expressed concern that becoming a more powerful radio 

station meant becoming more professional. While it is difficult to determine what the DJs 

meant by this term, it is possible to infer its meaning. Increased power meant losing 
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programming freedom and the student orientation of the station: “Music format should 

remain as it is with most of material left up to discretion of student (!!!) disc jockeys.”320  

Someone replies to this, “Hear, hear!”  Another DJ worries, “Can/should we remain an 

‘alternative’ radio station?” In reply: “Why should we not remain an alternative radio 

station? What’s the point (in changing, that is)?” 321 

Because increased power would increase KTRU’s broadcasting range, students 

also had concerns about the threat of expanding the audience to include “outsiders.” Low-

power FM almost literally “flies under the radar” of most listeners. With its limited 

broadcasting range, often only a few listeners know of such stations’ existence, and even 

those who might hear of a low-power FM station cannot necessarily listen to it depending 

on their geographic location. The prospect of a larger audience brought its own concerns 

to the KTRU staff: “How do we deal with record companies and other possible non-

Houston sources of harassment? Should we keep them in the dark about this? Is that 

possible?”322  Indeed, Kevin Dunn, former DJ at WDAV and WALT at Davidson College 

in the early 1980s, suggests that there is an advantage to keeping “them” in the dark. He 

acknowledges that after students created WALT in response to their removal from 

WDAV, he initially wished for “more power, but then that would have brought the 

college back down on us. Small kept us inconsequential. With WALT, they were less 

concerned because the power was so small (just barely covered campus).”323  
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One KTRU DJ writing on the “Graffito” sums up sall these points this way: 

‘Professionalism’—is it necessary at higher power? ‘Obeying the rules and 

Regs’—must be more careful at higher power—more listeners to complain about 

bad stuff getting on air. ‘Programming Policy’—more groups will want on KTRU 

from outside Rice—can they get time? When? How? ‘Demographics’—What will 

new audience want versus current Audience? Are we still a Rice station?”324 

In other words, higher power brings KTRU under further auditory surveillance. 

The KTRU DJs’ concerns about the effects of increased transmitting power 

reflect the historical struggles of subcultures resisting mainstream incorporation. Dick 

Hebdige argues that dominant cultures incorporate subcultures at the level of the 

“commodity form” and “ideological form.”325  In both cases, the dominant culture 

redefines the meanings of subcultural artifacts and discourses. On the one hand, the 

incorporation of subcultures by the dominant culture results in a widening of the audience 

for the subcultures’ expressive artifacts (such as fashion and music).  “Youth cultural 

styles may begin by issuing symbolic challenges, but they must inevitably end by 

establishing new sets of conventions by creating new commodities, new industries or 

rejuvenating old ones. . . .”326 On the other hand, especially in the case of punk, the 

dominant culture can “minimize the Otherness so stridently proclaimed in punk style, and 

[define] the subculture in precisely those terms which it sought most vehemently to resist 
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and deny.”327 For example, the mainstream media can, in a sense, expropriate a 

subcultural critique of the inequalities of capitalism into a discourse of entrepreneurial 

success and upward mobility. By focusing on “the relative success of a few individuals,” 

the dominant culture can “[replace] a subculture engendered by history, a product of real 

historical contradictions, with a handful of brilliant nonconformists.”328  Incorporation 

then, is an act of redefinition: the dominant culture changes the meaning of both 

subcultural practices and artifacts, bringing them in line with its own preferred 

discourses.   

Like Hebdige, Sarah Thornton investigates the relationship between subcultures 

and the mainstream. However, rather than reading youth subcultures through a Marxist 

frame in order to locate their resistance to their subordination by the mainstream or 

dominant culture, Thornton uses Pierre Bourdieu to locate the hierarchies within youth 

subcultures, which are based on judgments of taste. Just as their parents shore up cultural 

capital, so youth shore up subcultural capital in order to make distinctions between 

themselves and those outside the subculture.329 Similar to high art discourse, subcultures 

scorn the mass mediation of their insider knowledge, though where high art discourses 

deride the downward movement of art into pop, subcultures deride the upward movement 

of elite underground culture into mass acceptance.330 According to Thornton, such 

derision of an undifferentiated mainstream has less to do with resistance to domination 
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and incorporation and more to do with the subculture’s need to define itself as whatever 

the mainstream is not. 

We can certainly see these concerns among the KTRU DJs of the early 1980s as 

they debate the pros and cons of getting a more powerful transmitter. Many are worried 

that somehow once they gain a wider audience the expectations of that audience will 

erode the station’s commitment to the underground. This may have to do with 

maintaining exclusive taste hierarchies and keeping the “squares” at bay. However, as 

explained in the last chapter, many progressive college radio DJs clearly were aware of 

the importance of noncommercial radio. They understood its role in representing under-

represented voices. Thornton’s work rightly cautions against celebratory readings of 

youth cultures as “resistant,” especially since youth cultures construct themselves around 

commodities. Hebdige’s analysis, however, takes into consideration youth cultures that 

express explicit political critiques. 

The KTRU DJs had other concerns too. The “Graffito” comments reveal what 

must have been an extended conversation about whether or not KTRU could handle a 

bigger audience. Many DJs were concerned that the station would not be able to handle 

the increased number of requests that would accompany an increase in listenership. With 

more listeners, DJs thought, KTRU would be responsible for sending out more of their 

free fortnightly program guide, Folio. Many staffers worried that the station would be 

unable to afford to print enough copies or afford the postage to all the new listeners on 

KTRU’s mailing list. Other staffers dismissed all of these concerns. Many believed that 

the challenges were worth the improved broadcast range. A few comments gently noted 
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how difficult it was to pick up KTRU around Houston. Another comment more directly 

declared, “Get the power increase, you chickenshit wimps!”  

Two unsigned, handwritten internal memos from the KTRU archive present more 

carefully crafted arguments. Both point out that KTRU was already taking quite a few 

requests and could handle the increase. The writers of these documents also present ways 

to raise money for the increased Folio costs. However, both also call for a more careful 

screening of DJs, and both want KTRU DJs to take the station more seriously. While they 

do not use the word “professional,” they do imply it by suggesting that the station 

standardize its practices. The first document notes: “This frequency is desirable. 

Previously, 10 watt FMs were nuked. Later—100 watts? 1000 watts? It might also give 

us added credibility with ourselves and with the Rice administration, and just might give 

us an incentive to improve and expand our programming.”331 In the second document, the 

author argues,  

We will have to get more serious about quality and not let anybody just walk in 

and become a DJ. A homemade test similar to the old FCC 3rd class test would 

help insure that jocks know what is going on. Audition tapes could be required, 

etc. Enough people want to be DJs—we can be selective. Get other folks involved 

in news, programming etc.332  

College radio staff members in the late 1970s and early 1980s found themselves 

confronted with power upgrades and increasing the hours in their broadcasting days. As 
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they negotiated these changes, they sometimes did so through a binary discourse that 

pitted a “serious,” “quality,” or more “professional” approach to broadcasting against a 

“playful” or more “amateur” approach. Like the anonymous author of the KTRU internal 

memo quoted above, many staffers thought there needed to be more “quality” in DJ 

performance. It is difficult to determine what these terms meant to the station staffers 

who employed them. As of this writing, I could find no record in the archive of what the 

staffers calling for a more serious approach considered “playful” or “unserious” behavior, 

for example. Moreover, there were those staff members who, though they may or may 

not have used any of the above terms, argued for keeping their stations small and under 

their control.  

AMATEUR RADIO  

 
The author of the KTRU internal memo quoted above calls for getting “more 

serious about quality” by creating some requirements for being a KTRU DJ. While it was 

not clear what qualities the author was looking for, it is true that college radio DJs 

brought different skill-levels to the air. Training for progressive college radio DJs was 

spotty in the 1980s. Not all universities with radio stations had communications 

departments or radio production classes. Even if they did, taking a comprehensive set of 

production classes was not necessarily a requirement to be a DJ. In most cases, there 

were some minimal requirements for getting a DJ shift, but these might have simply been 

some kind of test to learn FCC rules as a prerequisite to getting a broadcasting license. In 

other cases, in a style of apprenticeship reminiscent of pre-industrial craft guilds, older 
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DJs trained incoming DJs, and sometimes DJs took classes voluntarily. Some progressive 

college radio DJs had good “radio voices,” but their voices were scattered among those 

that lacked the smooth delivery of commercial and public radio DJs. Progressive college 

radio in the 1980s was primarily an amateur medium, even if certain staffers pushed for a 

more professional presentation.  

 Inconsistent training resulted in an uneven sonic presentation. Ted Carroll of 

KXLU did in fact take broadcasting classes, but that was not enough to “professionalize” 

his voice:  “One instructor in a broadcast class I took told me I was very unprofessional, 

but that it worked.”333 Dan Osborn states that WNUR did not train its DJs to have 

professional sounding voices: 

A show producer would check out new DJs and give them feedback (I don't recall 

any recorded airchecks). A ‘radio voice’ was probably more discouraged than 

encouraged, among the music staff at least (News, Sports and Public Affairs much 

less so, of course). Some shows had a distinctive sound; I remember the hardcore 

show Fast 'N Loud would aim the microphone at the glass window and then speak 

loudly between sets. It created a great unique sound for that show.334  

By contrast, Marilyn Mock of KTRU’s S&M Show says, “People tell me I have a ‘radio 

voice.’  So that worked in my favor.  The format of the show was not considered 

professional because it wasn’t.  That was the style of the show and what it was known 
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for.” Directors at KTRU would often monitor DJ shifts. Mock says that the S&M Show 

“would get in trouble for playing songs or allowing guests to use censored words.”335  

Jennifer Stayton (currently an announcer at NPR-affiliate KUT in Austin, Texas) 

says that the fairly informal requirements for becoming a DJ at WCFM at Williams 

College, in Williamstown, Massachusetts, led to a less-than-professional on-air sound. 

Students would submit and resubmit audition tapes until the program director declared 

them proficient enough to handle a radio show on their own. The tape had to demonstrate 

“technical mastery” of the equipment, recalls Stayton : how to work the turntables and 

microphone, and how to play pre-recorded public service announcements.  “Beyond 

that,” says Stayton, “the quality was all over the place. . . . There wasn’t a heavy 

emphasis on professional sound. I don’t think anyone was told they couldn’t get a shift 

because they didn’t have a good radio voice.” Stayton compares progressive college DJs 

to their professional counterparts: “When you listen to a commercial station or a public 

station you expect that there are not going to be long gaps of dead air, or you expect that 

people are going to pronounce names correctly.”336  

If dead air and incorrect pronunciation defined an unprofessional sound, then a 

tendency for self-indulgent rambling was another sign of amateurishness.  Unlike KTRU, 

once the tape auditions were over WCFM’s program director did not regularly offer 

feedback to DJs on their on-air demeanor. Stayton recalls that, at most, the program 

director would tune in and “spot-check” shows and warn a DJ away from rambling on 
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about the minutiae of his or her life. As Stayton puts it, “Nobody cares about the cookies 

your grandmother sent.” Stayton actually indulged in this kind of broadcasting herself, 

announcing when her friends would phone from elsewhere on campus: “[I’d say 

something like] ‘Jane just called from Tyler house and she wants to hear the Go-Go’s.’” 

She’d even put her friends and family m on the air: “The last show I did my mother 

called from Austin and I put her on the air. Some friends were traveling overseas and 

called and I put them on the air.”337 At WJUL, upper classmen instructed freshmen DJs in 

microphone technique, and tried to keep them from turning their shows into comic AM 

radio-style morning talk shows. Bob Weston remembers hearing this kind of behavior on 

other college radio stations: 

“This is for Frankie up in Smith Four. Dude, we partied last night.” I’d hear guys 

on the radio and their dorm roommates would come down to the show and they’d 

all talk to each other in the control room [but] you couldn’t hear the other three 

guys. [The DJ] thought he was being cool, like the wacky morning show, but it 

would just be lame, drunk, frat dorm guys. 

Weston remembers that most WJUL DJs found that this type of college DJ was the sort 

who would be less interested in playing noncommercial alternative music and more 

interested in playing music one could hear on commercial radio. “I didn’t hear that kind 

of thing at WJUL, which I thought was pretty special and cool.” He says that most of the 

DJs at WJUL wanted the station’s on-air presentation to veer away from the “wacky 
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morning show” approach. In other words, imitating a commercial format seemed 

antithetical to noncommercial radio.338 

Aside from this kind of on-air presentation, DJs could also simply talk too much, 

often with awkward pauses and lots of “’ums’ and ‘ers,’” as Carrie Weston puts it.339 Still 

working as a progressive college radio DJ (though no longer a student), Weston says she 

now limits her on-air chatter to back announcing her playlists. Bob Weston agrees that he 

also chatted on the microphone too much, going so far as to call his younger self 

“pretentious” when on the air.340 Of course, DJs who talked excessively on the air did not 

annoy everybody. Marilyn Mock’s popular S&M Show on KTRU had a loyal Houston 

audience that expected a certain freewheeling style. Mock and her co-host Shawn and an 

assortment of friends and fellow DJs who would hang out in the studio during the show 

would not always run in a technically smooth way. “Then we all just got loaded and all 

our mistakes just became a part of The S&M Show’s style.  It was fun, I think, for 

everyone.”341  

 If the voices were unruly, however, often the DJs’ technical skills were not. By 

training and by personal effort, generally they possessed a fair amount of competence 

around the technology of radio production—turntables, cart (tape cartridge) machines, 

mixing consoles, microphones, and reel-to-reel tape recorders. WCOU at the University 

of Missouri required would-be DJs to take Class One license test after being trained on 
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station equipment.342 Jennifer Stayton describes a similar test at WCFM: “You went to a 

training class on the equipment, especially the transmitter and the meter readings and all 

the FCC required things. We then had to take a proficiency test to show that we knew 

how to use not only the transmitter and take meter readings but also [how to use] the 

station equipment.”343 Furthermore, DJs at WCFM took the structuring of their shows 

seriously. They would plan out their playlists ahead of time according to songs that they 

thought made musically logical segues, and often spent time at the station practicing their 

segues.344  Bob Weston says that WJUL had no formal tests, since it assigned only FCC 

General Operators’ licenses to its DJs. He notes that some stations had more stringent 

requirements. After college, he was a DJ and staffer at MIT’s station, WMBR, where 

equipment was not labeled, and staffers had to memorize the functions of individual 

components of patch bays and mixing consoles.345 

 In addition to technical proficiency, progressive college radio DJs were serious 

about the music. Carrie Weston remembers the kind of DJ who would often flash his or 

her cultural capital over the air, saying in a voice dripping with snobbery: “This next song 

is on a twelve-inch single that I picked up in Scotland and you can’t get it here in the US, 

this is the only place you can hear it, so count yourself lucky.”346 Though she says she 

never pulled this kind of attitude on the air, listening back to old tapes of her show, she 

feels she talked too much.  Former KXLU program director Ted Carroll argues that 
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presenting new music to the audience was the station’s prime directive. In fact, a certain 

peer pressure kept DJs on task:  

The best philosophy of the station was that it was about the music, not the 

personality.  You could talk and broadcast as yourself, but it was never supposed 

to be the entertainment, the music was.  We turned in air checks and our playlists 

were reviewed, but you were known more by the show you put together, because 

we all listened all the time.347  

Kristen Roche, another KXLU DJ, says she appreciated the program directors’ 

feedback on her airchecks because she was shy about being on the radio at first. More 

importantly, however, she wanted her on-air demeanor to showcase rather than distract 

from the music. “I didn't want to ruin the music for the listener. This wasn't morning talk 

radio or a comedy duo although some shows were pretty humorous...and it wasn't about 

ego really.”348 Expressing almost the exact same sentiment, Tom Evans, KTRU program 

director, told The Houston Post, “‘Our DJs see the music they play as expressing their 

personality, rather than patter or dumb jokes.’”349 Bob Weston also realized at some point 

that he wanted to make the music the primary feature of his show. By listening to the 

mistakes of other DJs, Weston learned to shape his on-air style more to his liking: “It was 

painful to listen to. You sort of learned by hearing how painful other people were [that 

you realized] ‘Oh I think I do that.’” He cured himself of his “pretentiousness” and 
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chattiness and focused on the music: “I switched from talking too much to just saying 

what the bands were, [mentioning] any information I had about the bands.” As mentioned 

above, most WJUL DJs felt similar, which is why they disdained the “wacky morning 

show” style of broadcasting: it distracted from the music.350 

The statements of the college DJs cataloged here demonstrate that different DJs 

took different approaches to their shows. Some enjoyed personalizing their shows by 

saying hello to friends and family while on the air. Others thought that the music was the 

most important, and therefore the personality of the DJ should be subordinated to it. 

While some DJs might not have had the strongest “radio voices,” they often mastered the 

turntables and showed an ability to make their playlists flow from one song to the other, 

or were adept at working with other types of radio production technology.  

DIY TECHNOLOGY: MAKING RADIO FROM SCRATCH 

 
 As mentioned previously, university radio stations began as experiments by 

engineering students in the teens of the twentieth century, who would continue to build 

their own transmitters in subsequent decades. In other words, progressive college radio, 

the electronic disseminator of DIY music in the 1980s, began as a DIY medium in the 

early 1900s and in many cases remained that way for the rest of the century. Using basic 

technology, students often began broadcasting carrier current “radio” stations to their 

dorms. For example, Bob Weston describes the origins of WJUL at the University of 

Lowell (now WUML at the University of Massachusetts, Lowell): “An electrical 
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engineering major in the 1950s dropped a wire down the elevator shaft and started an AM 

station out of his dorm room.”351 KTRU had similar beginnings at Rice University.  

The station itself began its career in 1967 when a group of Hanszen College 

students pooled some of their personal equipment and started ‘broadcasting’ 

music through Hanszen’s intercom system. The idea caught on, and soon plans 

were made to expand KHCR (for Hanszen Collge Radio) to the entire campus. 

The present closed-circuit AM band transmitter was designed by electrical 

engineering students and constructed and tested in Rice’s electrical engineering 

laboratories. An elaborate system of cable was installed in the campus utility 

tunnels to distribute the signal to the residential colleges.352  

By the end of the same year, the station had moved from the Hanszen dorm to the Rice 

Memorial Center and changed its call letters to KOWL.353 

Electrical engineering students continued to pioneer technological improvements 

to KOWL throughout the 1970s. In early 1971, KOWL station staffers requested and 

received an FM assignment from the FCC. Changing its call letters to KTRU, since there 

was a commercial FM called KOWL, station personnel installed a transmitter and 

antenna on top of the Sid Richardson Building, and began broadcasting on the FM band 

at 10 watts on May 20, 1971. Steve Hochberg, KTRU program director in the early 

1970s, described the process of increasing wattage as struggling with a “recalcitrant 

electronic gadget.”  In an article written for The Rice Review in 1974, Hochberg explains 
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how he and his fellow electrical engineering students solved the problem of boosting 

KTRU’s signal from 10 to 250 watts at five o’clock on a Saturday morning. A year 

earlier, the same group had fought uncooperative equipment through the night and the 

next day to give KTRU a stereo signal. They succeeded minutes before their scheduled 

sign-on time at 4 p.m. Hochberg notes that both projects “required constructing 

equipment from nearly $1,000 worth of electronic parts and renovating purchased used 

equipment to meet specifications. While this was happening, we also completed wiring of 

a second studio for taping and back-up use.”354 

The students of Davidson College also improvised from spare parts when building 

their station, WALT. This was a step down from the college’s official station WDAV. 

Kevin Dunn, WDAV and WALT staffer, remembers that WDAV had “state-of-the-art” 

radio production technology, though students of Dunn’s class did not get much of a 

chance to use it. The Davidson administration took over the station, fired the student 

staff, and made it a professionally run, NPR affiliate. However, the students did not take 

this action lying down.  “In response, a handful of students organized and scraped 

together a small transmitter and space and created WALT,” says Dunn, who was one of 

WALT’s founders. A low-tech operation, in contrast to WDAV’s equipment, the students 

built WALT’s equipment from “fucking trash we picked up and pieced together” and 

broadcast from the basement of a dorm.355 
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Unsurprisingly, equipment built from scratch with minimal funds, housed in sub-

par facilities like basements resulted in equipment that was vulnerable to natural disasters 

and generally unreliable. Both KTRU and KSPC, located in basements, flooded in 1976 

and 1983, respectively.356 In the early 1980s, KTRU staffers noted that the station’s 

equipment was still suffering from water damage.357  One general manger referred to 

working with such damaged equipment as a “mystical endeavor.”358  Up until 1974, 

WNUR used a temperamental transmitter staffers had named “Agnes.”359 Before the 

transmitter was replaced in 1975, it was “held atop a three-story building by the strength 

of ‘one guy wire, which is made of rust.’ Once, because of transmitter problems, the 

station had to sign off for repairs four times in two days.”360  

The poor equipment also got in the way of broadcasting. As one article about 

WNUR notes, “the broadcast signals don’t always reach the homes of the people they are 

meant to serve. Many radios, particularly the older ones, do a poor job of receiving at the 

low end of the FM spectrum, where the educational frequencies are assigned.”361  In fact, 

KTRU’s regular upgrades in the early 1970s occurred as an attempt to increase broadcast 

radius. When KTRU was still KHCR, it could only be heard in the dorms of Hanszen 

College. KOWL and the early KTRU FM improved on this by transmitting to Rice’s 

campus. The upgrade from ten to 250 watts was an attempt to reach Rice students off 
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campus,362 just as the upgrade to 650 watts was an attempt to reach more of Houston. 

However, a Houston Post article from the early 1980s remarks on the fact that KTRU’s 

weak signal could not cut through static or physical obstacles: “Even when KTRU is on 

the air, chances are you may not be able to pick it up if you are far from the Rice campus. 

The 91.7 FM station has all of 650 watts (less wattage than your average toaster, one 

student DJ quips). Thus, any building over six or seven stories tends to block out the 

signal.”363 The article goes on to say, “But loyal fans of the station put up with static and 

fade outs for some of the most interesting, unusual rock music anywhere. ‘I’ve had 

listeners tell me, “Even if you only get static, it’s better than any of the other stations,”’ 

said Michael Zakes, a veteran KTRU volunteer staffer.”364   

DIY AND AMATEUR AESTHETICS 

 
Despite certain staffers’ arguments for real radio or not “playing” radio, and 

despite the clunky on-air presentations of DJs and the inconsistent signals from the 

stations, few former progressive college radio DJs would have it any other way. They see 

the unpolished sonic signature as an essential part of progressive college radio. For 

example, Jennifer Stayton suggests that progressive college radio was a very personal 

medium.  DJs expressed themselves through their performances as DJs or through their 

choices of music; their on-air hellos to friends connected them to the campus 
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community.365 Bob and Carrie Weston to this day find the rambling patter and self-

indulgence of progressive college radio DJs annoying, but find admit that it remains part 

of the medium’s charm. As Bob Weston puts it: “I think it’s okay for college radio to be 

like that. Even if it’s hard to listen to sometimes, it gives it its charm. And they’re 

learning on the job, and some people will get better at it.”366 

Furthermore, most of the former DJs I spoke with dismissed the idea that a lack of 

power or poor equipment or facilities was any kind of detriment. Many of them even 

believe that their stations’ headquarters in out of the way places gave them a certain 

comfortable invisibility.  Ted Carroll of KXLU, for example, remembers, “I think we 

always wanted better equipment, but at the same time, we could accomplish what we 

wanted to accomplish.  Location was good, because it was in a very visible building, 

while remaining ‘unseen.’  Too professional would probably have hurt the quality and 

rawness of the station.”367 Like Carroll, Dan Osborn valued WNUR’s secret hideout. 

“The basement location was actually really out of the way and a great place to hang 

out.”368  Marilyn Mock argues that KTRU’s technological limitations better enabled the 

station to represent its audience, a key argument of the low-power noncommercial 

stations as they debated the FCC, CPB, and NFCB:  

In my opinion, [station equipment and facilities] actually [were] just right for The 

S&M Show and the format of the station.  The station could reach all the areas of 
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Houston that would be interested in our format:  the student community, the 

college-educated community, the gay community, the educated blue-collar 

community.  We even had listeners who told us they would drive into the city on 

Friday nights to get close enough to hear the show.369 

Kristen Roche of KXLU articulates a similar understanding of the ability of small media 

to closely represent its audience.  

It was as if our listeners were in on a secret. Like being in on a limited-

edition comic. They were part of a small cool music club in a way.  Not 

everybody could get us.  Not everybody knew.  You have a KXLU bumper 

sticker? Yeah, you know. Like a secret handshake or being part of a tribe. A small 

community of like-minded messy music lovers.370   

She also says that getting more power or becoming more professional would have 

alienated this audience. Being in on the secret of KXLU and underground music provided 

a sense of community for KXLU’s audience. Broadcasting to a larger audience would 

have diluted that sense of social belonging.  

Progressive college radio in the 1980s, then, was almost literally a handmade 

apparatus. The electrical engineering students who first assembled the necessary 

equipment engaged in a DIY media practice, learning as they went along, and continued 

to learn as they made repairs and upgrades. Moreover, all DJs, even those who did not 

build and maintain the equipment, made their own decisions about programming and 
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power upgrades. Like the punk bands whose records they played, progressive college DJs 

were making mistakes and “learning on the job” in the public eye—or ear. Roche 

believes that progressive college radio was a DIY apparatus that supported and 

disseminated DIY media like punk: “Because we weren't available to everybody, played 

true alternative music, and sounded unlike other stations, we truly represented the music 

we played.  We sounded punk rock. We played punk rock. If you liked that, you'd tune 

in; if you didn't, you had other choices.”371 Former KXLU DJ Pam Moore remembers 

how she felt a sense of independence when she became a DJ, and how it was the DIY 

ethic that led her to become a DJ:  

In the 70s and 80s, DJs in mainstream radio were minor celebrities. What I loved 

about KXLU was [that] it was kids like me running the station –it was like “the 

kids are taking over!!” I think in the age of the internet, when anyone can have a 

blog, put up a YouTube video or post a podcast, it’s easy to forget how incredibly 

powerful (and empowering) that was. It was as if the kid sitting next to you in 

class were suddenly hosting Saturday Night Live. It was very inspiring to hear 

people just like you do something like that. In that way it really embodied the 

DIY ethic – and eventually I did DIY and become a DJ at KXLU.372  

The DIY ethos is nothing if not dedicated to encouraging consumers to become 

producers. It is about collapsing the distance between performer and audience, reader and 

writer. The early punk zine Sniffin’ Glue challenged its readers to start their own zines 
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and bands, an ethos that continues in punk still.373 The somewhat famous punk zine 

picture of three chord diagrams with the caption “Now go start a band”374 served to 

demystify the music-making process and privilege self-expression over technique. Mary 

Celeste Kearney calls this the “ongoing, integrated circuit of production-consumption-

production that Walter Benjamin saw as necessary for the development of radical 

media.”375 Benjamin not only criticizes the way a resilient hegemonic culture can 

assimilate art featuring revolutionary themes but also the way such art aestheticizes its 

content into an “object of enjoyment.”376 Revolutionary content is only useful if it is 

created through an  “improved apparatus” of media production that “is better the more 

consumers it is able to turn into producers—that is, readers or spectators into 

collaborators.”377   

 As noted above, DIY privileges amateur aesthetics, which in turn make cultural 

production seem possible to non-professionals. Amateur media allow their seams to 

show, thus calling attention to their own constructedness and suggesting an anyone-can-

do-it accessibility.378  They demystify media making by showing “how it’s done.” They 

de-professionalize the process, democratizing communication and threatening the 

separation and specialization of social relations under capitalism.379 Duncombe argues 

that commercial culture intends to absorb the reader in its aesthetic seamlessness but at 
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the same time keeps her in her place as a consumer awed by the professional aesthetic of 

the commodity. Amateur aesthetics, by contrast, “while pushing readers away [due to 

their visual dissonance], also welcome them back in—but as equals who make the switch 

from spectator to collaborator.”380  

The amateur aesthetic of the DIY ethos, therefore, is essential to youth’s 

empowerment as media producers. Kearney argues that punk’s relentless championing of 

amateurism is not only an attempt to “democratize media practice” but is also a part of a 

process whereby punks connect amateurism to youth. “By dismissing the conventional 

[adultist and professionalist] standards for artistic expression and success, and 

repeatedly invoking the DIY mantra, punk culture has motivated many young people 

without formal training or talent to become actively involved in media production.”381  

 As Kearney points out, DIY makes media production accessible to non-

professionals, and as the DJs quoted in this section demonstrate, the minimum technical 

requirements for getting a show at a college radio station in the 1980s opened up 

possibilities for creative expression on the air. Given the ways conservative adults 

discursively positioned young people in the 1980s, progressive college radio stations 

provided a mechanism through which young people could articulate identities different 

from those imposed on them by adults.  

LABOR/LEISURE  
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 According to Donna Gaines, this freedom for youth to create was becoming rare 

in the Reagan era. “Youth’s prestige as a social category had declined by the 1980s” she 

writes.382  “In the adult imagination, young people were returned to their status as an 

overly regulated, dependent population.”383 Whereas youth in the ghettos and rust belts of 

the US were being surveilled, regulated, and incarcerated in ever increasing numbers, one 

privilege of going to college was the possibility of available space for creative 

expression, such as the often-neglected radio stations lying in the basements of US 

universities. In these adult-free spaces, youth could make their own expressive culture. 

As Kearney puts it:  “By dismissing the conventional [adultist and professionalist] 

standards for artistic expression and success, and repeatedly invoking the DIY mantra, 

punk culture has motivated many young people without formal training or talent to 

become actively involved in media production.”384 Indeed, KXLU’s Moore describes the 

freedom the station generated:  

It was huge that there was a radio station that had the ethos of punk rock. 

Everybody within reason did what they wanted to do. The playlist was more or 

less free form. Here was this whole radio station where a bunch of kids had 

nobody telling them how to do their thing. Weren’t worried about selling out. I 

don’t think I met anyone ever who wanted to be a professional DJ. Everyone was 

doing it because they loved music and wanted to have a musical expression, and 
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KXLU was an extremely fun way of doing that. So if you’re not concerned with 

pleasing anyone but yourself you’re going to do some amazing artistic stuff.385  

It is fair to say that DJing at a radio station is not, in the strictest sense, cultural 

production. DJs play other people’s music and help distribute it to audiences. However, 

as Moore told me, there is creativity in DJing, in which a DJ selects song order to create a 

certain feel to her show, or develops an on-air personality. Furthermore, college radio DJs 

often have to use recording equipment to create public service announcements or on-air 

promotions such as an announcement for the annual fundraiser. In other words, there is 

creative work involved.  

However, even if there weren’t this type of electronic production, the 

unsupervised space of the radio station would allow another kind of work for young 

people. Paul Willis argues that leisure actually “contains its own work”, which is the 

necessary symbolic work of identity-formation. It is for this reason also that the term 

leisure is inadequate, because it cannot account for the liminality of the “work in play” of 

free time.386 Like Willis, Robin D.G. Kelley finds that a strict binary between work and 

leisure does not get to the way that “the pursuit of leisure, pleasure, and creative 

expression is labor.”387 Kelley echoes Willis, who argues, “There is now a necessity in 

leisure, the necessary work of modern cultural survival, of developing identity and 

connecting its powers actively to the cultural world.”388  
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Part of what makes the work in play of free time necessary is that it enables youth 

to represent themselves. Self-representation is important as a way for youth—and all 

disempowered groups—to articulate their place in the world, especially against the kinds 

of discursive framing discussed above. Clemencia Rodriguez asserts that self-

representation 

implies being able to recodify one’s own identity with the signs and codes that 

one chooses, thereby disrupting the traditional acceptance of those imposed by 

outside sources; it implies becoming one’s own storyteller, regaining one’s own 

voice; …it implies taking one’s own languages out of their usual hiding places 

and throwing them…into the public sphere, and seeing how they do, how they 

defeat other languages or how they are defeated by other languages…389 

Likewise, Craig Watkins emphasizes the importance of self-representation by arguing 

that it “enables its participants to imagine themselves as part of a larger community; thus, 

it produces a sense of collective identity and agency.”390 In the case of youth cultures, 

youth represent themselves to each other in order to carve out social space, but they also 

represent themselves to the dominant culture, recodifying their identities against 

“imposed institutional and ideological constructions of ‘youth’ which privilege certain 

readings and definitions of what young people should do, feel, or be.”391  

As discussed above, the culture industries and other adults discursively positioned 

youth in the 1980s in a few limited ways: good preppy student or bad social problem. In 
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the routine management of a college radio station, youth can articulate new discursive 

frames with which to situate in the world, listening to records and making decisions about 

which ones to add, interviewing bands, articulating tastes and interests, all within a space 

free of adult supervision. In expressing their support for DIY modes of production and 

the counterhegemonic critique of punk, the students running progressive college radio 

stations found alternative discourses to those set for them by adults. Given the limited 

range of identities available to them, the DJs made their own through their work at their 

radio stations and represented themselves back to the culture that would limit their 

options for identity.  

The radio station provided a refuge for like-minded individuals with which DJs 

could articulate identities. General Manager Paul Williamson said in 1983 that KTRU 

offered an alternative social scene: “‘we offer some students a social alternative to the 

fraternity-like college system activities. We are a group more interested in producing than 

socializing; we have a common purpose and a common place to work. People probably 

think we’re a little clannish—and we are. But there’s no entrance requirement for 

working on our station,’ he said.”392 Ted Carroll, Program Director of KXLU in the late 

1988, says,  

I have often said it was our own fraternity of sorts, without all the negative 

connotations (and perhaps with some of them as well).  It was your passion and 

your social world, but I don’t feel, for the most part, it was exclusive.  Anyone 
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who wanted to, and was genuine, could be a part of it, and most of us did not 

exclude interactions with those who were not a part of it.393  

In 1987, KXLU Program Director Tricia Pistay elaborated on the idea of the radio station 

as an alternative social scene: “The people who don’t fit in at Loyola, the ones who are 

not part of the fraternity and sorority scene, work here. . . .  We’re considered the freaks, 

the social rejects. This is our little haven.”394  

In this little haven, among other radio freaks, progressive college radio DJs used 

their stations as training grounds for work in creative fields. After his years working at 

WNUR, from 1983-1997, Dan Osborn ended up founding the well-known Chicago 

independent record label Drag City in 1990, which he still runs. “College radio lead to 

my first job after college,” he says, “which was working for a record distributor. It was 

there I met my business partner, so there's pretty much a direct line from college radio to 

what I'm doing now.”395  After her stint as program director of KTRU, Julie Grob had 

contacts in the Houston music scene and went to work for a concert promoter before 

getting a job as booker for the legendary Axiom punk rock nightclub (though she now 

works as an archivist). Pam Moore spent her years at KXLU staunchly supporting her 

friends’ bands, playing their records and interviewing them. Finally she started playing in 

bands of her own, like the Neptunas and Cheap Chick, before she created her current act 

as Madame Pamita, an old-timey musical carnival and fortune telling act. Bob Weston, 

who has been a recording engineer for twenty years, now owns Chicago Mastering 
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Service. He says that he learned skills while working in various capacities at WJUL: 

“That’s how I learned how to order stuff and what a PO was and how to buy a piece of 

equipment or how to get stuff from companies. It was very real world.”396  

Progressive college radio was not the most radical of media, but whatever 

radicalism it practiced was not entirely shut down by university authority. Perhaps the 

DJs’ status as middle-class, predominantly white college students compromises any 

counterhegemonic critique posed by their media practice. If the federal government was 

defunding public media in the 1980s, such a move hurt non-educational community radio 

more than progressive college radio, to say nothing of what federal withdrawal from the 

public sphere did to poor communities of color during that decade. Whatever slipshod, 

DIY amateur activities college students could take part in was one activity more than 

most poor youth of color had: federal, state, and city budget cuts in the late 1970s and 

1980s forced urban neighborhoods to shut down youth clubs and the arts programs in 

urban high schools to wither. Moreover, progressive college radio could be a fun 

distraction for four years before graduating to a more lucrative career, whereas poor 

inner-city youth’s prospects for even going to college shrank during the 1980s, as did 

their opportunity for a living wage.  

Nonetheless, if progressive college radio did not provide the most audible critique 

of Reagan’s America, then it at least pointed to a different set of possibilities for cultural 

production and, maybe, social relations. In the face of federal government deregulations 

that favored bigness and centralization, progressive college radio represented the small 
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and decentralized. In a national climate in which the logic of the market began guiding 

the attitude of the federal government towards the public sphere, progressive college 

radio stood as a reminder that the logic of the market was not logical or inevitable. 
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Chapter Four: Alternative for Alternative’s Sake 

In 1994, two years after it broke Nirvana, Geffen Records released the album 

Mellow Gold by indie anti-folk artist Beck Hansen, better known by his stage name, 

Beck. Like Nirvana, Beck got his start in the indie underground of the 1980s. For ten 

years prior to his Geffen deal, he busked with his acoustic guitar on the streets of Europe 

and performed in the punk clubs and coffee houses of the US, self-releasing one cassette-

only album in 1988 before recording for several independent labels in the early 1990s. In 

1993, thanks to progressive college radio, the original recording of “Loser,” released by 

indie label Bong Load Custom Records, became an underground hit, sparking a bidding 

war that spurred major label Geffen to sign Beck and re-release the single. Geffen pushed 

the re-recorded “Loser” to national prominence. Heavy rotation of the single on 

commercial alternative rock radio stations and of the single’s video on MTV raised 

another obscure underground act from the 1980s to international stardom in the 1990s.  

As a result of this mainstream success, Beck found himself at loggerheads with a 

local progressive college radio station. Despite its support of his independent recordings, 

KXLU refused to add Mellow Gold to its playlist. Señor Amor, who has been a DJ at 

there since the mid-1980s, describes Beck’s mutually supportive relationship with the 

station: “Beck, a local guy. . . . We were the first to play him; he was a great supporter of 

KXLU, and he played our shows and stuff.”397 Amor remembers Beck’s reaction to 

KXLU’s decision, saying, “He was really upset by that. . . . There was a struggle there 

and eventually they did add his record. But there was just that natural knee-jerk reaction 
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[on KXLU’s part] like, ‘No we gotta be on to the next thing now that everybody knows 

about this band or that band. . . .’ What? It’s only cool if ten people know about it and 

then if fifty people know about it it’s passé?”398 Amor is describing the elitist tendency of 

progressive college radio and punk culture, as discussed in the Introduction. This elitism 

would cause much friction between progressive station staffers throughout the 1980s. 

KXLU’s reaction, however, was hardly knee jerk. Rather, it was the result of a 

longstanding and controversial programming policy. As the history of college radio  

above demonstrates, in the 1960s and 1970s, progressive college radio stations began 

broadcasting to the communities that lay beyond their campuses. In doing so, these 

stations made a commitment to programming content that provided an alternative to 

commercial radio, which included public affairs programs and music. As a result, by the 

early 1980s, progressive college radio had established itself as a supporter of independent 

record labels and unsigned artists. At the same time, the music industry noticed that this 

noncommercial medium could establish a core audience for new artists. Realizing that 

they were becoming a farm system for the major labels and commercial radio, 

progressive college radio stations like KXLU adopted the policy of staying one step 

ahead of the corporate music industry. They would continue to play artists ignored by it, 

but if the majors or commercial radio, or both, picked up those artists, as with Beck, the 

progressive college stations would remove them from rotation. At the very least, the 

stations would cease airplay of individual tracks that commercial stations had begun 
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playing. The idea was to give the airtime otherwise taken up by an artist getting airplay 

elsewhere to a new artist who did not have as much support.  

The adoption of this policy, however, was not smooth and universal as both 

ethnographic and archival evidence reveal. Stations struggled over just how “alternative” 

their programming should be, with some DJs arguing that the “knee-jerk” removal of or 

prohibition against major-label artists and the emphasis on unknown artists was elitist and 

alienated listeners (and sometimes themselves). Other DJs continued to support the idea 

of offering listeners an alternative to commercial broadcasting, which they believed was 

becoming more urgent as progressive college radio seemed to be becoming ever more 

entangled with the commercial music industry. The proponents of the independent-only 

policy valued innovation, experimentation, and the play of artistic ideas. To borrow 

Pierre Bourdieu’s term, by discovering new bands, the DJs who championed the obscure 

and the experimental had the cultural capital to appreciate the challenge of moving out of 

familiar sonic territory.399 Furthermore, the DJs who supported a strict independent-only 

policy were operating from what Bourdieu calls a sub-field of restricted production, in 

that the privileging of obscure artists keeps progressive college radio aimed at a small-

scale market.400  

The progressive college radio stations profiled here were certainly nodal points on 

the alternative culture network of the 1980s, playing the music of many different punk 

                                                
399 See Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 
400 See Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production. 



 174 

subgenres, such as goth, hardcore, industrial, and metal. KXLU’s Ted Carroll claims he 

interviewed over 100 bands in his four years as a DJ. He says: 

At the time, I think [progressive college radio] truly was what kept many 

underground art movements afloat. I think it was the last age of music in general, 

and radio in particular, that existed simply for arts sake.  The entire musical 

landscape very quickly became bought up and commercialized by the major 

corporations, and other art movements followed suit.  Cashing in became priority 

one.401 

These DJs exhibit a commitment to obscure artists, championing them over artists who 

wanted to “cash in.” Furthermore, notice Carroll’s privileging of art for art’s sake. As 

Bourdieu argues, this type of discourse is typical of a restricted field of cultural 

production. While Bourdieu is thinking of high art, his analysis of the restricted field can 

be applied to progressive college radio and even punk culture in the sense that both 

disavow monetary success, preferring instead artists who privilege the accumulation of 

symbolic capital.402 Against the restricted field of production, Bourdieu positions the 

large-scale field of production, that is to say, the corporate culture industries. Here, profit, 

that is, economic capital generated from cultural goods designed to appeal to a wide 

audience, is privileged.403 Given Bourdieu’s analysis, it seems fair to say that the struggle 

over how “alternative” progressive college radio programming should be is a struggle 

between the values of the restricted field and the values of the large-scale field.  
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The struggle over the meaning of alternative also demonstrates Simon Frith’s 

assertion that genre is determined socially. The difficulty that the DJs in this chapter have 

with deciding on just what constitutes alternative and, moreover, what might be “too” 

alternative, stems from the fact that genre is not self-evident. As Frith writes, “We can 

only begin to make sense of the aesthetics of popular music when we understand, first, 

the language in which value judgments are articulated and expressed and, second, the 

social situations in which they are appropriate. . . . [I]n the world of popular music, 

ideological and social discourses are invariably put together generically.”404  

Both Bourdieu and Simon Frith405 argue that because youth lack real social 

power, they locate their politics in the spheres of aesthetics and leisure. The struggle over 

whether or not to add a particular record to a playlist is an example of power struggle 

between peers in the leisure sphere. However, a similar struggle occurred in the leisure 

sphere of progressive college radio between stations and the commercial music industry. 

If leisure is a site where youth exert power, then the music industry did what it could to 

capitalize on youth leisure and consumption. Beginning in the early 1980s, the major 

labels set up marketing departments to liaison with progressive college stations, which 

did what they could to persuade music directors to put a particular album or single in 

heavy rotation.  
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As Holly Kruse and Samuel Sauls note, progressive college radio is nothing if not 

linked in the popular imagination with alternative music.406 However, “alternative” in this 

chapter will also refer to a whole range of programming practices rooted in community 

radio and the progressive college radio of the 1970s. Sometimes when DJs were being 

excessively “alternative” in their programming choices, as a way of flashing their cultural 

capital they were actually providing an alternative broadcasting service. In the 1980s, 

when an ethos of free markets and deregulation was eroding the mid-twentieth century 

progressive ideals of the collective good, the public sphere, and liberal intellectual 

inquiry for the sake of cultural uplift, progressive college radio represented a hold-over 

from the earlier progressive age and, as such, seemed to stand as a counterhegemonic 

critique of the conservative ascendancy of the 1980s. How might we see programming 

practices that seemed to shore up symbolic capital, such as the playing of the most 

“alternative” or obscure music as “alternative” in the political sense?  

PROGRESSIVE COLLEGE RADIO AS GENRE 

 
Throughout the 1980s, articles in major publications such as The Chicago 

Tribune, The Los Angeles Times and Rolling Stone, commented on college radio’s 

unusual formats, which privileged music that commercial radio eschewed, as well as the 

fact that progressive college radio, like free-form underground FM of the 1960s, was the 

only radio left where the DJs played music they liked rather than what demographic 
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statistics demanded.407 Addressing their readers as potentially shocked, mildly amused 

adults befuddled by the vagaries of youth cultures, mainstream journalists in the 1980s 

foregrounded the shocking names and discordant sounds of bands on college radio 

playlists: Alien Sex Fiend, Butthole Surfers, Gun Club, Flesheaters, Subhumans, Agent 

Orange, Beastie Boys, Slaughter and the Dogs, Malfunction. Many wondered that 

stations at Catholic universities played songs like “Locust Abortion Technician” and 

“The Catholics Are Attacking” and that the playlists included not only these raw, noisy 

sounds but were mixed with other artists, such as blues legend Howlin’ Wolf and 

Nigerian musician King Sunny Ade.408  

Moreover, mainstream journalists and industry executives framed college radio 

not only within institutional policies but also within the demands of the music industry. 

Generally viewing college radio as a rather untenable medium for selling records to begin 

with, the broadcasting industry had ignored it altogether prior to the late 1970s, while the 

major labels’ support had waxed and waned. During the industry slump of the late 1970s, 

the major labels began charging college stations for records, withdrawing what had 

formerly been a free service. By the early 1980s, however, commercial radio and major 

labels realized that among the Alien Sex Fiends, Sex Gang Children, and Flesheaters, 

progressive college radio also programmed the eccentric but less aggressive sounds of the 

Police, the Go-Go’s, and Duran Duran. Some within the music industry noted that the 

stations’ power to sell records was less important than the fact that progressive DJs and 
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their audiences were trendsetters who could influence the tastes of others.409 As one 

industry insider noted, “’In a way college radio has become another consultant for 

commercial radio—but a consultant who listens with ears, not demographic 

information.’”410 The industry, therefore, saw progressive college radio as an indicator of, 

and springboard for, an artist’s eventual commercial success. 

The struggle over the meaning of “alternative” 

It was a commitment to punk and other non-mainstream culture that made 

progressive college radio DJs receptive to new music, and what prompted them to play 

bands that eventually broke into commercial success. But it was this same commitment 

that caused them often to be unsupportive of a record, especially if the act had gone 

commercial. By the early 1980s, a split had begun to emerge among progressive and even 

not-so-progressive radio stations. Being “consultants” for commercial radio created a 

tension: “Do [college radio stations] keep on playing the same music and risk duplicating 

commercial radio, or do they move toward more drastic programming?”411  This debate 

dragged on throughout the decade. In internal documents within radio stations, in articles 

about the stations, and especially in the pages of CMJ, DJs, record company 

representatives, and station directors struggled over the meaning of “alternative.”  

Indeed, even industry insiders could be split on the exact role college radio should 

play. Whereas some believed that progressive college radio should stay “a little more 
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progressive than [commercial radio] and find newer talent,”412 others took a different 

angle: “It’s kind of scary to us. College radio tends to shy away form what’s played on 

commercial radio, and we’re worried that now they’ll get more extreme.”413  

To some extent, this worry was justified. DJs steeped in punk culture brought 

with them certain expectations of how progressive college radio should develop playlists. 

One DJ remembers the policy at his station: “top 40 wasn’t allowed because that shit was 

already on the radio. We played alternative music because that is what college radio 

stations did.”414 Another says, “DIY—play what others won't—no commercial music! 

Mainstream music lacked so much...it was so compressed...lacked the blood n' 

guts....echo in the back...reverb...so polished...so unreal...so neat and tidy...all about mo 

money.”415  In the “Dialogues” section of CMJ, several music directors of different 

stations exhorted their peers to be more experimental in their programming. One 

complains that the “Adventure” picks section of CMJ, which should ostensibly feature 

the most experimental and obscure music, is so full of major label or well-established 

college bands it makes him want to “barf. Christ people, you are college students . . . . 

What does the word adventure mean?”416  

Furthermore, countering what Kruse calls a “trajectory of rise and fall outlined by 

music scene participants in their personal histories,”417 progressive stations did not “sell 

out” to the industry as the 1980s progressed. Rather, many stations programmed less 
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commercial music over time, thus abandoning the industry. While progressive college 

radio played major label acts that commercial radio ignored in the very early 1980s, like 

Eurythmics, Blancmange, and Heaven 17, it dropped those acts and moved away from 

bands like them as their sound—British synth-pop—became more mainstream. By the 

early 1990s, progressive stations arguably were playing more music from independent 

labels than ever before.418 Indeed, station playlists from the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

compiled by the music directors from DJ playlists at KSPC, the radio station of the 

Claremont Colleges in Pomona, California, show a majority of independent releases. Out 

of the “Top 70” for January-February 1989 and the “Top 80” for February-March 1989, 

each playlist only shows one major label release.419 

If progressive stations programmed less major label music as the 1980s 

progressed, this may have had to do with the stations becoming less rather than more free 

form. Though fans of independent music conflate “free form” with “independent,” the 

opposite can be true. As Steve Jones remarks above, allowing DJs to play what they want 

often leads to conservative rather than radical programming. Indeed, in the interests of 

programming a majority of independent releases, KAOS instituted the “green 

line policy.” The music director would mark albums from independent labels with a 

green line and require DJs to play 80% independent releases on their shows.420 Similarly, 

Bob and Carrie Weston remember that while being trained at WJUL at the University of 

Massachusetts, Lowell and KCOU at the University of Missouri, Columbia, respectively, 
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senior DJs discouraged them from duplicating songs from commercial radio. Instead, 

senior DJs encouraged them to explore the unfamiliar music in the new release section of 

the music library, making sure they played a certain number per hour.421 In this way, 

progressive college stations programmed away from the commercial music industry. 

This is not to say that progressive college radio always shied away from major 

labels. In fact, it would often support artists who had a long career with a major but who 

never saw mainstream airplay. For example, in 1984, progressive college stations KXLU 

and WNUR were among stations that led a campaign to convince British pop singer Kate 

Bush, who was signed to major label EMI, to tour the US.  Her operatic falsetto and 

melancholy synthesizer arrangements were too quirky for commercial radio, and she 

thought she had no US audience. Similarly, Julie Grob, music director at KTRU in 1988, 

points out, “We didn’t just play all the stuff the majors sent us with all their free posters 

and stuff. It was all personal taste but we played stuff people weren’t hearing other 

places. I mean, if something came out on a major label that was really wonderful like 

Tom Waits [we would play it].”422 While programming Kate Bush or Tom Waits hardly 

seems “extreme,” major labels perhaps could not rely consistently on progressive college 

radio programming habits. In what was probably a confounding move, stations might add 

a major label album, but refuse to play the singles, or not add the album, but continue to 

play the older, independent releases of an artist.423 
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Despite progressive college radio’s reputation for the extreme, in the “Dialogues” 

pages of CMJ, a forum where the industry and college radio corresponded with each 

other in monthly reports, many station directors actively pursued service from record 

labels. Mark Richardson, co-music director of WYCC at Miami University in Oxford, 

OH, announced to his label reps: “Attention all labels, majors and indie’s [sic]: WYCC is 

back for the college year and ready to play your music. We had a good summer but are 

looking forward to a great year on the air . . .. After the summer layoff we have no new 

music.”424. Another music director apologized for not keeping up with her 

correspondences: “Hello everybody! I just wanted to let you know that we’re still alive 

up here in northern Maine. I also wanted to apologize to all of you college music reps 

who haven’t heard from me in a while. But now I’m back and will continue to be until I 

graduate in May of ’87.”425  

As trendspotters for the music industry, many progressive college radio staff 

believed it was important not to take a stance against the majors in favor of the 

independents, but to program music from both types of labels. A DJ for WUOG at the 

University of Georgia said in 1982: “It doesn’t bother me at all to play the same songs 

that AOR plays. The role of noncommercial radio is simply to expose the best new music 

coming out.”426 Mark Richardson, in the same “Dialogues” correspondence quoted 

above, echoes Smith, dismissing the debate over whether or not to privilege indie over 

major: “I’d like to add my two cents to the petty argument taking place in the 
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‘Dialogues.’ We’re here to play the BEST music—who cares what label the stuff is 

on.”427 Furthermore, whereas in the comments above many DJs listened for fringe music 

and realized their audiences did too, just as many thought that the audience did not feel 

comfortable with the cultural margins According to Daryll Ohrt of Western Connecticut 

State University’s WXCI, “If we play completely obscure music, we’ll just alienate our 

audience. . . .But if we play [Men Without Hats’ Top 40 hit] ‘Safety Dance’ back to back 

with something they haven’t heard, the listeners will feel safe and also hear new 

music.”428  

Nonetheless, for all the DJs who welcomed major labels, there were many who 

did not. “Many college radio stations, though, studiously avoid AOR acts, dropping 

former college radio mainstays like Joan Jett, U2 and even Simple Minds when AOR 

picks them up. . . .[If] a song is picked up by the commercial rock stations, it’s never 

heard again on KXLU. It just wouldn’t be alternative anymore.”429 Though some of the 

DJs quoted above argued that what was important was that college radio play the “best” 

new music no matter the mode of production, “best” remained a contested term, with 

some DJs arguing that independent music, or at least what some might call more 

“extreme” music, was “best.” 

While their peers often accused DJs who supported dropping major label acts 

from progressive college radio playlists of elitism, as I will demonstrate below, at least 

part of the reason for this policy had to do with its proponents’ understanding of the role 
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of college radio. Once progressive college radio broke artists to the mainstream, they had 

the full power of the transnational entertainment industry behind them, which meant, at 

the very least, airplay on numerous radio stations, as well as heavy retail promotion, 

licensing of merchandise, touring, and, since this was the 1980s, getting airplay on MTV. 

Though success was never guaranteed, progressive college radio staffers believed that 

these artists no longer needed their services. In fact, the word “need” crops up frequently 

in interviews with progressive college radio staffers who believed in dropping artists once 

they went to the majors. For example, in 1983 WNUR music director Mike Metz 

explained his station’s dropping of a Eurythmics’ album—which the station broke—to a 

representative from the band’s label, RCA, by saying, “It’s number two in the country. 

What [do the Eurythmics] need us for?”430 Señor Amor, reflecting on the conflict 

between Beck and KXLU, describes the attitude of the station this way: “Once Beck is 

being played on KROQ and all those stations he’s the same as the Beatles. So it’s like we 

need those three minutes however many times a day to play somebody else. I think 

there’s that belief…It’s like, ‘Well, he doesn’t need us. He’s moved on.’”431 

However, there is another way that the idea of need plays out, and it stems from a 

particular conception of progressive college radio’s connection to its community. In 

1983, John Loscalzo of New York University’s WNYU told journalist Steve Pond that 

the major labels’ discovery of college radio’s value to new music is a “‘gray area. I guess 

we’re searching for the next big thing.’” [Pond writes], “He pauses, then adds the kind of 
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comment you hear a lot in college radio: ‘I think we have an obligation to be 

alternative.’”432  Loscalzo doesn’t explain the meaning of this obligation, but obligation 

implies responsibility to something, and he is not the only one who feels it. In the late 

1980s, one WNUR director made a comment that echoes this sense of obligation:  “We 

can’t say we won’t play REM at all [which was on a major label by this point], but 

assuming there are other artists of equal validity, we’d be neglecting a lot of other 

bands.”433  In other words, the important point is not that major label artists no longer 

need progressive college radio but that independent artists do.  

PROGRESSIVE COLLEGE RADIO AS COMMUNITY RADIO 

 
Calvin Johnson elaborates on this point. By the time he began DJing at KAOS at 

the end of the 1970s, it had established itself as a community radio station, “responding 

to the needs of the community and the disenfranchised groups [in the] community in your 

particular area. [Working at KAOS] really profoundly affected me. I felt all college radio 

stations should behave as though they’re community radio stations. . . Your moment on 

the air implied some responsibility.”434 Specifically, KAOS’s staff had decided to 

“extend the community radio idea to music—not just to programming but to music 

programming as well, so the disenfranchised groups are independent labels or artists on 

independent labels or [artists] without labels. So. . .KAOS came up with [this idea] of 
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extending this community concept into music programming and prioritizing local 

performers and independent labels.”435  

Mark Hejnar, the host of WNUR’s Fast ‘n’ Loud decided to help Chicago bands, 

further evidence of progressive college radio’s support for local performers. Hejnar 

produced the hardore punk compilation Middle of America, which featured well-known 

bands like Articles of Faith, the Effigies, and Naked Raygun, as well as Nadsat Rebel, a 

band from Evanston Township High School. Just as the Fast ‘n’ Loud show gave voice to 

local Chicago punk bands, so too did the hosts of the show  want the album to benefit the 

Chicago musicians and keep the early punk message alive.”436  Hejnar stresses the 

possibilities for democratic communication when he describes the way punk bands are 

DIY non-professionals seizing the means of production: “It’s about a 16-your-old kid 

saying, ‘I want to be a rock star’ so he forms a band. . . . It’s a do-it-yourself medium and 

that’s what the album is about.”437  

Like Johnson and Hejnar, most DJs who refused to play major label music did so 

out of support for “local” bands, even when those bands were not really local. For 

example, Bob Weston, co-owner of Chicago Mastering Company, bassist for Shellac and 

formerly of Volcano Suns, recalls that when he began working at WJUL in Lowell, MA, 

in the early1980s, the staff referred to any band not on a major or without a large national 

following as “local.”438 Likewise, Señor  Amor explains both the excitement and sense of 
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responsibility engendered when KXLU would receive records that had been produced by 

the bands themselves. He describes how, in the 1980s, before digital technology 

streamlined the recording process, punk musicians invested a fair amount of labor in 

rehearsing, finding a studio, finding an engineer or recording themselves, pressing a 

record, distributing it, and marketing it.  

[It was] a much more labor intensive process and with that time and with that 

labor comes more emotion, so that when we got a record from Peoria, Illinois, 

and it had that postmark on it, we treated it with some weight and appreciated 

. . . where it came from and how it came to us and why and they hoped that 

we’d play their record so they could come to L.A. and do a show here.439 

One music director echoes Amor: “There is too much going on to keep up with it all, but 

if you aren’t trying to you’re doing everyone a disservice, especially those bands scraping 

up the dough to hand mail you a copy of their record.”440 

However well-intentioned it might have been, for many DJs, dumping popular 

bands from a playlist to make room for little-known bands “made the programming seem 

snobby, elitist—the playlist often seemingly guided by the credo: ‘The more obscure, the 

better.’”441 Signing on to “Dialogues” in a 1986 issue of CMJ as “More Alternative Than 

You,” the music director of WNMC in Traverse City, MI, writes: “Backlash! R&R 

magazine says that certain ‘College Radio Bands’ are getting, of all things, mass 

recognition. Well, I guess it’s time to drop those bands. They suck anyway. Atta boy! 
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Those bands don’t need our support. We’ll show our audiences just how hip we are! 

Let’s. . . publish charts of uncool bands. I’d put Sonic Youth at the top of my list!”442 

“GROANS AND GRIPES” AND OTHER DEBATES 

 
As the debate over this policy took place in the pages of CMJ and in the pages of 

the newspapers with interviews of the DJs, it also was taking place within radio stations 

and the communities to which they belonged. For example, in a series of composition 

books and spiral notebooks known as “Groans and Gripes,” KTRU’s staff vented their 

disagreements over programming and the purpose of their station, struggling over its 

direction as it added punk to its playlist of jazz, classical, folk, country, blues, and 

especially, 1960s and 1970s rock. Elitism and the idea that “the more obscure the better” 

are the strongest underlying themes in the “Groans and Gripes” notebooks. As the music 

directors at KTRU began introducing alternative music, other staff members complained 

about a growing clique at the station. 

For example, in a “Groans and Gripes” from September 25, 1981, one DJ wrote 

the following anonymous message: 

At last, my chance….How could anyone possibly trade away some of the best 

new music being put out today and put trash like Siouxsie and the Banshees, Alt. 

T.V., Magazine, Human Sexual Response, the Scars and the Subhumans on [their] 

playlist? What kind of criteria do you use to make these mysterious decisions? 

Anyhow, my opinion is that the above listed bands are terrible. I can find very 
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few even partially decent songs and most of the cuts are grating, unmusical and 

boring in their harsh, over-stated ugliness. Why can’t you at least provide the 

albums of the established, demanded bands in the stacks so the dj’s whose taste is 

not quite as extreme as yours can get to them? Your playlist does not reflect the 

results of last year’s survey and I feel that the station should serve the University 

before the punk population of Houston.443 

Below this commentary, KTRU music director Michael Zakes, replies:  

Admittedly, the Subhumans, Scars, and Human Sexual Response are not 

terribly good, but they are coming up with some fresh ideas. . . . Magazine, 

Siousxsie and ATV are all fairly solid bands with good development of new 

musical ideas. Had you mentioned any bands in particular, I could give you 

reasons why they’re not on the playlist. Our playlist does not serve only the 

Punk population of Houston, it serves to acquaint all of our listeners with 

music not available on commercial radio. . . . We strive to put forward the best 

possible new music. Were we to change to serve the majority of Rice’s 

interest, we would wind up sounding like a cross between [Houston’s 

commercial stations], ignoring people willing to take a chance and try new 

music. I personally am glad to have been exposed to some of the bands on 

playlist.444 
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 These “Groans and Gripes” correspondences stand as physical evidence of 

progressive college radio’s tendency to get more “extreme” in order to stay ahead of the 

commercial music industry. The transition from what would soon be called classic rock, 

to synth-pop, to harder-edged punk and post-punk happens literally right before the eyes. 

Furthermore, they reveal just how contested the definition of “the best new music” was. 

In the following exchange, one DJ deals with these issues by ascribing the changes in 

programming to the whims of a clique. In an entry dated February 2nd, 1982, Jack Tanner 

wrote:  “Gang of 4’s ‘History’s Bunk’ is the shittiest piece of music I’ve heard in  

years. . . . is awfully high for noise and screaming.” One Donald B. responded, 

“Obviously Jack we prefer the Gang’s screaming over yours.” Tanner wrote a retort: 

“Donald—I’ve often accused certain members of the station of being ‘cliqueish’ [sic]. . . 

.only to be told time and again I’m wrong and paranoid. . . .Who the fuck are you to say 

‘we?’...[Near] as I can tell you are a ‘DJ’ speaking only for yourself.”445 

KTRU’s Music Director Ray Shea seems to have been a controversial figure, 

earning the ire of numerous staff members during the 1980s. In an undated “Groans and 

Gripes,” Shea responds to requests for records by Missing Persons and INXS by calling 

their music “swill” and saying: “You want a straight answer? No, seriously, I think it’s 

time KTRU moved away from the synth-pop/disco/new wave/commercial/MTV/swill-

type stuff. Not that they’re awful, but they’re just not KTRU music. I also sort of regret 
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Depeche Mode, AFOS [A Flock of Seagulls], etc. I still like Prince, though.”446 

Programming decisions like this earned Shea comments such as:  

 Okay Ray—this sucks and I’m pissed—it’s five fucking fifty AM and I’ve 

been wanting to play the goddamn new Madonna song since my shift began—

I’ve even been thinking of what it sounds like all week—The album even 

legitimately came up on our playlist! Look, HITLER—I’m sorry you feel like 

you had to go to such extremes [illegible] it up THAT SUCKS!!!!! Sincerely 

pissed and Tired of the Crap.447 

 In addition to accusing Shea and other KTRU staff of belonging to a clique that 

dictated tastes at the station, one DJ criticized the direction of KTRU programming as 

difference for its own sake. This DJ’s comment expresses frustration that a particular 

album was misfiled, not accidentally but deliberately, just to be “different.” This DJ also 

dislikes the growing popularity of hardcore punk (DOA, Fear) among KTRU listeners: 

Must we always be so different all the time just for the sake of being obnoxiously 

different. . . . Did the KTRU click [sic] think this was cute and would make them 

cooler people just because it’s annoying and different. Also I’m fucking sick of 

little brats calling up wanting to hear DOA, Fear, etc.448 

Shea responds, doing his best to dispel the myth of the clique, but also asserting the 

direction of KTRU. 
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First of all, the people who originally filed the albums [incorrectly] probably 

graduated while you were still in high school. So which ‘click,’ [sic] are you 

referring to, the present one or the one from five years ago? . . . . I like requests 

for DOA, Fear, etc., but I’m sick of little brats calling up wanting to hear Depeche 

Mode, Heaven 17, Visage, Blancmange, etc., etc., ad infinitum.449 

These struggles over format, the purpose of the station, and the meaning of 

“alternative” and “best” extended even to a debate about classical music programming at 

KTRU. In addition to the “Groans and Gripes”  notebooks, staffers left anonymous 

comments on the  “Graffito” sheets. One sheet shows this debate in numerous dense, 

hand-written comments. For example, one writer posts, in regards to classical music, 

“There are other stations that play quiet boring music on Saturday. WHY SHOULD WE?” 

to which another writer responds: “BECAUSE WE’RE NOT ALL KNEE-JERK 

‘ALTERNATIVISTS.’” This encouraged an all-caps rejoinder: “REMEMBER…BEING 

ALTERNATIVE DOESN’T MEAN BEING EVERY POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE. 

WE’RE ALTERNATIVE IN THE WAYS WE CHOOSE, AT THE TIMES WE 

CHOOSE, TO THE DEGREES WE CHOOSE.”450 Another set of DJs argue this point 

as, once again, different for the sake of being different, or alternative for alternative’s 

sake: “And why have a show to play music that someone ELSE ALREADY PLAYS 24 

hours a day 6 days a week just because they change for a few hours? Should we play 
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KLOL’s [playlist] every time they go to news?” “Then don’t do it in the name of being 

‘alternative!’ Do it because/if it needs to be done!”451 

A similar debate occurred at WNUR in 1985, in which a student accused college 

radio of being different for difference’s sake. Writing for “TGIF,” the entertainment 

section of the Daily Northwestern, Jon Cummings criticizes the way WNUR, and most 

progressive college radio stations at the time, dropped artists once they made it onto the 

commercial charts. To him, WNUR appears to be deliberately playing unpopular, 

unsuccessful, and unlistenable bands. He argues that what WNUR was playing at the 

time was not what Northwestern—or any—students were listening to. By refusing to play 

what Cummings guesses the station’s DJs consider “pop losers,” WNUR’s programming 

decisions seemed like deliberate hostility and snobbery directed at Northwestern’s 

students. Appealing to populism, he laments the loss of new wave band Simple Minds  

(whose song “Don’t You Forget about Me” was featured on the soundtrack to John 

Hughes’s film The Breakfast Club) from college radio, especially since Simple Minds 

was scheduled to appear in concert on campus around this time. Presumably a student 

favorite, Cummings cannot understand why WNUR would ignore Simple Minds. 

By the time Rolling Stone listed [the band] at the top of its college charts in 

March, campus stations already were pulling it off the air because they knew that 

it would be on a different chart by the beginning of June. With the pop charts and 

stations opening up to new music, the days may be numbered for campus radio 
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stations and college critics who self-righteously deify bands that no one will ever 

hear.452 

In response, fourteen members of WNUR’s staff wrote a letter to Northwestern’s 

newspaper criticizing Cummings for his “misconceptions” about college radio.453 They 

find especially problematic the fact that Cummings never interviewed any of them or 

asked any staff member about WNUR’s programming policies. Laying out the reasons 

behind these policies, the writers of the letter invoke all of the tenets that proponents of 

progressive college radio used throughout the decade. They call on the fact that WNUR’s 

noncommercial status gave it an unusual opportunity to provide alternatives to the AOR 

and Top 40 stations that dominated the Chicago market, and point out the existence of an  

audience for fringe programming not “satisfied with repetitious playlists on Top 40 

stations.”454 They note their legal obligation to serve Chicago, since the FCC granted 

them a license for 7200 watts, and that in Chicago, “there is a definite need for the 

alternative music we play.”455  Finally, echoing mainstream journalists, the WNUR group 

emphasizes the station’s unique ability as a noncommercial entity to give DJs a chance to 

play music they like.456 

 In addition to the WNUR staff, other students responded to Cummings. One 

student declared on the same page as the staffers’ letter: “College is a chance to 

experiment with individuality and to learn about expanding fields, including the field of 
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rock and roll. College radio stations and music critics should experiment with developing 

rock and roll, not review the established sound. Let the establishment and high scholars 

do that.”457 In another letter responding to Cummings, another WNUR staff member, J. 

Little, explains the stations’ reason for playing “unpopular” music, using the idea of need 

as outlined above: “Because Simple Minds gained popularity, they no longer need the 

exposure college rock stations can offer. There are a million new groups out there 

needing airplay.” Admitting that WNUR is “self-righteous,” Little explains that in the 

interests of programming new music, the old must be swept aside or risk “denying new 

bands their chance to be heard.”458  

ANOTHER ALTERNATIVE 

 
The debates between progressive college radio DJs and their listeners over the 

meanings of alternative center on aesthetic choices, cultural capital, and different 

conceptions of the audience. But there is one other sense of “alternative” which these 

debates leave untouched. Prior to its close association with the music played on 

progressive college radio, the word encompassed a range of programming practices.  

Station documents show that “alternative” was in regular use during the 1970s. One 

meaning deployed by progressive stations was its most literal: presenting another 

programming possibility. Using this ideal, in various documents, progressive college 

radio staff members posit that their radio stations are filling a void. For example, KSPC’s 
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tagline in a 1978 program guide reads, “KSPC: filling the musical and informational 

voids of the Claremont Colleges and the surrounding communities with a noncommercial 

alternative.”459  Earlier in the decade, approximately 1973, the anonymous author of the 

“Portrait of the Young Man As an Artist” memo writes, “So, in a void, a philosophy of 

programming emerged. We were able to sit back and say: this is what we want to do—no 

one else is doing it . . . An alternative provides a service no one can or will.”460  In filling 

this void, and offering an alternative to mainstream programming, progressive college 

radio members argued for their stations’ uniqueness. The introduction on the first page of  

the 1978 KSPC program guide states: “Once again we bring you a diverse blend of 

programming that can be found nowhere else in the Los Angeles Basin.”461 

This latter statement contains another sense of the world alternative, namely, 

diversity. The KSPC introduction continues, highlighting the importance of programming 

diversity to the meaning of alternative: “By listening to KSPC you can experience rock, 

jazz, classical, blues, salsa, and religious music, as well as a myriad of informational 

shows.”462 Ironically, despite its critics’ charges of elitism in the 1980s, as outlined 

above, in the 1970s, progressive college radio stations featured programming aimed at a 

wide variety of audiences: “WNUR is not a format radio station, but plays different kinds 

of music at different times during the week. The station also carries national news, radio 

dramas, and public affairs programs. WNUR thus provides programming for just about 
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everyone.”463 An article on Chicago area noncommercial educational stations from the 

late 1970s notes: 

Thus, WNUR offers music from the big band era, news from the black 

community, and Evanston city council meetings. On Sunday night, when Chicago 

fine arts station WFMT signs off for transmitter maintenance, WNUR steps into 

the gap with six hours of classical music. 

Similarly, at the other end of town, the University of Chicago’s WHPK programs 

Indian music, poetry and Kenwood High School basketball, in a addition to soul 

music on Sunday mornings (when the black stations turn to religious 

programming).464  

In addition to demonstrating diversity, this demonstrates that “alternative” meant filling 

in programming gaps left by other radio stations. In the above examples, both WNUR 

and WHPK play classical or soul music when other stations have shut down or switched 

programming. In their arguments over classical programming on the “Graffito” pages, 

the KTRU DJs of the early 1980s protested that they were not knee-jerk “alternativists.” 

The DJs were responding to KTRU’s policy of playing classical music on the weekends, 

after the Houston fine arts station ended its programming day. Their discussion shows 

that filling in programming gaps was a well-established policy of alternative 

programming by the 1980s. In any case, in an article about WNUR, one journalist 

sarcastically explains the diversity of progressive college radio stations this way: 
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[Commercial radio] has found a format that makes everyone happy. Everyone, 

that is, except for a small handful of creeps who refuse to believe that the world 

revolves around two dozen 45-rpm records and the latest rape and murder 

headlines. 

If you count yourself among the creeps, you may be surprised to learn that radio 

offers an alternative to all this. Way down at the low end of your FM band there 

are a number of stations that carry on with a blasphemous disregard for such 

things as ratings, revenue, and sponsors. They are Chicago’s educational, or—

more to the point—noncommercial, radio stations.465 

If alternative meant diversity in the 1970s, then diversity meant not only different 

types of programming, but particular takes on or “alternative” versions of that type of 

programming. For example, KXLU referred to itself as “your fine arts alternative.”466 

The anonymous author of the WNUR memo notes: “from this concept of providing 

alternative music programming grew the concept of a true alternative station. We tried to 

spread it throughout the schedule.467 As KXLU general manager Dave Lear explains, 

among Los Angeles stations with classical music programming, 

KXLU is the only one to develop specialty shows presenting the history of 

classical music. And KXLU is the only station in Los Angeles to provide 

bilingual programming to the greater Latin communities of Los Angeles. . . . In 
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the area of rock, KXLU is exceptionally progressive. . . [working] to develop 

continuity and diversity in the progressive music shows.468  

When describing the program Jazz Nite Flight, Lear calls it “L.A.’s alternative to jazz, 

receptive to new music and never shy to experiment. Like the rest of the staff DJs, the 

jazz jocks are attracted to the free form styles that KXLU allows.”469 Echoing the 

anonymous author of the WNUR memo, Lear characterizes all of KXLU’s programming 

as somehow alternative: “‘Alternative’ is the key word to every different program of 

KXLU.”470 

As already mentioned, diversity meant more than music among progressive 

college radio stations. After Lear names “alternative” a “key word” for KXLU 

programming, his next sentences reads: “News and public affairs have become a 

prominent part of KXLU’s format and are continually growing. KXLU strives to be 

reflective of it’s [sic] diverse audience—to know what the public’s interests are so as to 

better serve their needs.”471 Similarly, the WNUR memo author states: “Alternative 

music was quite important and definitely the reason we attracted so many people to the 

station. But, if Evanston had an election or if there were a student strike, or any major 

news event of interest to our audience broke out, we’d suspend any/all of our regular 

programming in order to give the best possible coverage of the news event.”472 
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The importance these progressive college radio station directors place on public 

affairs programming leads to another meaning of alternative, namely, localism. Kruse 

notes that fans of independent music subscribe to a narrative of localism, in which a 

band’s authenticity depends on its connection to and representation of the community or 

region that it is from.473 In thinking about progressive college radio’s approach to 

localism, however, more is at stake than an aesthete’s notion of musical authenticity. 

Rather, there was a sense of mission, an understanding that broadcasting to the local 

community made progressive college radio alternative. Since commercial radio tended to 

be national in scope, noncommercial radio needed to represent the audiences and 

communities commercial radio had overlooked. The members of progressive college 

radio stations saw themselves as democratizing communication. They expanded the 

media landscape by widening the type of sounds on the radio. 

For example, one article about WNUR reports: 

In recent years, the best educational stations have been concentrating more and 

more on community. Local sports, community-centered public affairs programs, 

and music entertainment aimed at specific audiences have taken precedence over 

(but not completely replaced) the old staples of noncommercial broadcasting, 

things like German Press Review and the Air Force Hour. The students are no 

longer content to ‘play radio’ or ‘learn communication skills.’  They feel a need to 

serve the community.474 
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This article is from the 1970s, so “recent years” no doubt refers to this period. The article 

does not elaborate on college radio’s turn towards community radio. However, it is worth 

noting for the sake of historical context that community radio, ostensibly begun when 

Lewis Hill founded the Pacifica network in the late 1940s, and innovated by Lorenzo 

Milam’s founding of the KRAB nebula in the early 1960s, was gaining momentum in the 

1970s.475 The US government had created the Corporation for Public Broadcasting in 

1967, from which grew National Public Radio and television’s Public Broadcasting 

Service. Moreover, in 1975, independent community stations held a conference and 

created the National Federation of Community Broadcasters (NFCB).476 This push 

toward broadcasters serving the local community is evident in Dave Lear’s comments in 

the KXLU program guide. He ascribes the growth of public affairs programming to the 

fact that “KXLU strives to be reflective of it’s [sic] diverse audience—to know what the 

public’s interests are so as to better serve their needs.”477  The introduction from the 

KSPC spring 1978 program guide reads:  

In addition to greater student involvement, KSPC is also encouraging and 

receiving greater community input. Local merchants have expressed much 

enthusiasm for giving support to the station. We strongly encourage not only 

requests but also any other type of listener input. KSPC is staffed this semester 
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with enthusiastic and capable personnel. Of course, this would mean little without 

community support, since we are here to serve the community.478 

Progressive college radio stations in the 1970s also foregrounded their 

noncommercial status; in this way, “alternative” also meant noncommercial. In fact, as 

the evidence demonstrates, noncommercialism made possible progressive college radio’s 

focus on diversity and localism. As one program director noted in the late 1970s: “‘Here, 

where we don’t have to worry about ratings, we can offer alternative programming to 

audiences that may not be large enough to support a commercial station.”479 A fall 1978 

KSPC program guide not only cites diversity but also the way its noncommercial status 

allows for unique programming: 

KSPC is unique. The difference between KSPC and professional radio stations is 

apparent. Our programming is diverse in nature, presenting types of shows and 

less popular artists which are not economically feasible on professional radio. We 

operate under an educational non-profit FCC license [sic], and therefore we do 

not harass you with commercial interruptions. Our goal is simply to supply an 

alternative form of communication which will inform and entertain you.480 

Dominic J. Schneider, program director and Dave Lear’s contemporary at KXLU, writes 

in a December 1980 program guide, “In its noncommercial tradition, KXLU has always 

tried to stay ahead of the times, experimenting with the avant-garde as only the freedom 
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of our surroundings allow us to.”481 Here, he echoes Lear’s point about how KXLU’s 

adventurous jazz programming is made possible by the station’s experimental 

philosophy. 

These different meanings of alternative from the 1970s—diversity, localism, 

noncommercialism, uniqueness, filling in programming gaps— trade in the idea that 

bringing a variety of underrepresented content to a radio audience results in a more 

informed and cosmopolitan citizenry. Moreover, using these criteria to make 

programming decisions presents an alternative to hegemonic media practice in a capitalist 

society: “Public radio is a monastery of liberal humanism in the dark age of mercantilism. 

It is often the only broadcast source of the liberal tradition and its intellectual and cultural 

manifestations.”482  

The way progressive college radio fell under the scrutiny of the music industry is 

symptomatic of the way most radical media and social movements of the mid-twentieth 

century butted up against the market-oriented “mercantilism” of the conservative 1980s. 

The transition which saw progressive college radio become an arm of the music industry 

and “alternative” music become a genre unto itself effaced the other radio practices and 

meanings associated with the word. By the early 1990s, alternative as a mode of radio 

production had now become yet another aesthetic category to be weighed according to 

commercial viability, its new meaning the exact opposite of what it had been during the 

middle years of the twentieth century.  
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 The progressive college radio DJs of the 1980s may or may not have been aware 

of the fact that progressive college radio considered itself an alternative prior to the era 

when “alternative” began to mean a certain kind of music. They were also probably 

unaware that refusing to add Beck’s major label debut was not a knee-jerk reaction, but in 

keeping with a tradition of alternative programming practices.  Nonetheless, even as it 

struggled to stay one step ahead of the rest of the music industry, and even as its DJs 

argued about being alternative for alternative’s sake, progressive college radio in the 

1980s continued to privilege unique and diverse programming, to support its local 

community, and to program content that its DJs actually liked. Even as conservative 

ascendancy marked a new era of acquisitive consumption, deregulation, and political 

quietism, progressive college radio offered possibilities for forms of communication not 

structured by relations of exchange, and thus offered an alternative to the dominant 

soundtrack of the Reagan years. 
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Conclusion 

This dissertation has examined progressive college radio within the context of the 

1980s, when it began to emerge from the backwaters of the airwaves into national 

prominence. This dissertation has shown how youth put the medium of radio to radical 

uses in the 1980s. It traced the ways that a bohemian youth culture with an interest in 

radical cultures of the past made a space on the airwaves for discordant sounds that were 

at odds with the dominant narratives of the time. In playing these discordant sounds, 

progressive college radio represented an alternative culture whose privileging of amateur 

aesthetics and a DIY mode of production likewise stood in opposition to the dominant 

currents of affluence and extravagance of the 1980s.  

While musical communities often produce themselves through an anti-

commercial stance expressed through a “sell-out/authenticity” binary, this dissertation 

demonstrated how noncommercial discourses within progressive college radio—and 

alternative culture at large—took on new meaning during the 1980s. In an era in which 

mainstream popular culture emphasized the expensive designer commodity, a 

noncommercial discourse offered different possibilities for social organization, identity, 

and politics.  

 To the uninitiated, the topic of this project might seem like an esoteric subject—

why study this medium in this specific decade? A number of blank stares have greeted 

my announcement of my dissertation topic. At the very end of the 1970s and throughout 

the 1980s, a number of independent record labels emerged that would have an impact on 
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mainstream rock music in the early 1990s. Progressive college radio played these labels’ 

artists and became the electronic distribution mechanism for independent rock music in 

the 1980s. Commercial radio stations and major record labels realized that progressive 

college stations could sell records, but more importantly, they could establish core 

audiences for artists on independent labels. In the 1980s, the corporate music industry 

started paying attention to progressive college radio stations, recognizing them as testing 

grounds for new artists.  

 While all this certainly happened, progressive college radio’s transition in the 

1980s has produced a dominant narrative about the medium. Therefore, this project has 

argued for an intervention in the historiography of progressive college radio. In the 

popular imagination, progressive college radio tends to be remembered as the medium 

that created “alternative” music, a medium that had a significant impact on the corporate 

music industry. In other words, progressive college radio “counts” historically only 

because of its relationship to the corporate music industry, in which it was a “player.” 

Indeed, newspaper articles from the late 1990s and early 2000s note the decline of 

contemporary progressive college radio’s ability to shape popular music tastes when 

compared to the 1980s and early 1990s.  

Framing progressive college radio this way overlooks its programming struggles, 

occluding its contested relationship to the corporate music industry. Narratives that 

privilege progressive college radio as the catalyst for a new genre of corporate music 

called alternative overlooks the fact that this contribution to the corporate music industry 

stood in tension with its opposite: the support of non-corporate alternative music. If the 
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famous corporate alternative acts of the 1980s and 1990s—REM, Nirvana—owe their 

careers to early support from independent labels and progressive college radio, then it is 

no less true that bands that did not become famous alternative acts also owe something to 

progressive college radio. Though remembered for launching the careers of megastars, 

progressive college radio is often forgotten (except in insider circles) as privileging 

noncommercial modes of musical production. Throughout the 1990s, for example, 

KVRX, the student radio station of the University of Texas at Austin, had a strict policy 

of not playing music featured on the commercial stations in Austin. By the end of the 

decade, the station’s slogan was “none of the hits none of the time.” In other words, 

KVRX’s slogan parodied commercial stations, whose slogans sometimes say something 

to the effect of “all of the hits all of the time.” Therefore, this dissertation has examined 

those programming struggles in detail. 

It would be unfair not to mention the popular and scholarly accounts of 

progressive college radio that focus on its function as an electronic distribution 

mechanism for non-corporate music. Certainly there are some, but they often 

problematize the medium’s commitment to non-corporate music as elitist, as the insular 

snobbery of a music community policing its boundaries, as with the writing of Robert 

Christgau and even Holly Kruse. There is merit to this approach, since progressive DJs’ 

privileging of obscure sounds often contradict whatever populist discourses they employ. 

However, there are other ways to think about this commitment to non-corporate music, 

and part of this dissertation’s intervention into progressive college radio historiography is 

to explore those ways. I have attempted to take my object of study out of the frame of 
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popular music studies, if only for a moment, and connect it back to its sociohistorical, 

political, and cultural contexts. 

In addition to intervening in the historiography of progressive college radio, this 

dissertation attempts to intervene in the historiography of the 1980s. There seems to be a 

tendency on the part of posterity to remember solely the conservatism of the Reagan era, 

to take Reaganism at face value, and to ignore the possibility of any radical culture or 

counterhegemonic critique—much less a radical youth culture—in the midst of Reagan’s 

“Morning in America.”However, I am often met with criticism for overlooking 

mainstream critiques of hegemonic culture and privileging the critiques of the punk 

underground. I am asked, what about the response of rock musicians to the Parents Music 

Resource Center? What about Live Aid and the anti-apartheid activism of the “Sun City” 

music video? What about the environmental movement and Greenpeace? What about the 

anti-nuclear movement and its representation in television shows like The Day After 

(1983) or films like Testament (1983)? What about Wall Street (1987) or Salvador 

(1986)? Though contemporary mainstream media might have offered counterhegemonic 

critiques of the dominant narrative of the 1980s, these critiques are not the primary way 

that we tend to remember the 1980s from the vantage point of the 2000s. 

In no way am I suggesting that there was a complete lack of radical activism or 

critical nodes within popular culture in the United States in the 1980s. Again, I am 

suggesting that that is how Americans today remember the 1980s. There seems to be no 

American equivalent to the 2006 British film This Is England, a sober examination of 

Thatcherism, racism, and youth subcultures during the Falklands War. Rather, films like 
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Hot Tub Time Machine (2010) and Take Me Home Tonight (2011) indicate how 

American popular culture remembers the 1980s in a comically nostalgic, superficial way. 

Films like this reproduce the popular notion that the 1980s were an unending, cocaine-

fueled party. I am not trying to be curmudgeonly here by suggesting that comedies and 

spoofs need to address the radical currents within the 1980s, but I am suggesting that very 

few films or television shows seem to do this. This is to say nothing of the popular music 

of the first decade of the 2000s, which revived much of the musical and sartorial style of 

the 1980s. While bands like the Strokes, the Faint, and the Yeah Yeah Yeahs ironically 

revived some of the sounds of the 1980s, they drew less on the sonically and politically 

radical tendencies of 1980s music, favoring the Top 40 pop sounds of the new wave era. 

In 2007, writing in American Quarterly, historian Doug Rossinow argues that 

even within the academy, scholarly works have been reproducing celebratory readings of 

the Reagan presidency, which have eclipsed more critical readings. In his review of three 

books—Robert Collins’ Transforming America: Politics and Culture in the Reagan 

Years, Gil Troy’s Morning in America: How Ronald Reagan Invented the 1980s, and 

John Ehrman’s The Eighties: America in the Age of Reagan—Rossinow argues that such 

studies are not only celebratory, but reproduce the official narrative that Reagan’s 

handlers crafted for his campaigns. 

As I have been writing this, Reagan’s 100th birthday passed. The right invokes 

him as the founder of contemporary conservatism, implying a historical continuum 

between the 1980s and the early 21st century. Certainly Reagan politics have continued to 

influence US policy and culture into the 21st century, but conservative celebrations of 
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Reagan suggest that his presidency represents consensus, not only in the 1980s, but also 

even in the first decades of the 2000s. The celebration of his birthday and presidency as 

telos mobilizes a nostalgia—the Reagan presidency as a golden age of conservative 

consensus or mandate—that stitches together a seamless version of the past.  

In the popular imagination, historical eras calcify into reductive narratives; 

nostalgia turns them into thumbnail sketches. The 1950s are popularly remembered as the 

golden age of American prosperity and the stable nuclear family rather than the triumph 

of labor rights or the beginning of the Civil Rights, Beat and anti-nuclear movements. 

The 1960s are usually remembered—sometimes with trepidation—as culturally radical 

but not as the beginning of the contemporary conservative movement. The 1970s register 

as an era of hedonism but not a continuation of radical activism; and the 1980s figure in 

the popular imagination as a return to 1950s-style prosperity, nationalism, and material 

extravagance, not as an era when feminism, critical race theory, the queer movement, and 

environmentalism further developed, and radical youth cultures like punk and hip-hop 

developed.  

By ignoring the struggles, gaps, and fissures in the prevailing discourses of past 

eras, we ignore the fissures in the present that could be sites of intervention. Indeed, as 

Antonio Gramsci has famously argued, hegemony works to convince us that “the way 

things are” is natural, ahistorical and inevitable. The danger of reductive historical 

narratives is that they shut down the possibilities of the present. Whatever the dominant 

discourses of a given era, it is important to acknowledge counter discourses, so that we 

realize we can intervene in our own time. Therefore, I hope that in however small a way, 
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my particular version of the story of progressive college radio in the 1980s serves to 

complicate an understanding of both the object of study and its historical moment. 

Whatever my justifications for this research, this dissertation still leaves some 

stones unturned. As K Records owner and former KAOS DJ Calvin Johnson noted in an 

earlier chapter, progressive college radio stations adopted community radio’s 

commitment to representing the socially disenfranchised. Certainly, the program guides 

that I obtained through station archives list programs hosted by and aimed at people of 

color and women, who in addition to hosting these shows also held directorships and 

DJed other types of shows. As stated in the Introduction, however, both my informants 

and the archival materials had little to say about the relationship between progressive 

college radio and identity politics. As with so much of history, even radical history, 

disenfranchised voices are absent from the archive. In a circular logic, they are absent 

because they are disenfranchised, and their absence serves to further disenfranchise them.  

Even more confusing is the fact that though a journalist might have interviewed a black 

program director or female general manager—which happened fairly often in articles 

from the 1970s and 1980s—there was little discussion of the inroads women and people 

of color had made into what was a white-male-dominated medium. The identity of the 

directors is not mentioned; the articles just report on the goings-on of the radio station. 

This silence leads to certain questions. If progressive college radio was 

egalitarian, that is, if there were a fair number of women and people of color holding 

directorships and DJing non-minority specific shows, why was there a necessity for 

shows aimed at women and people of color? Furthermore, what was the relationship 
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between a university’s curriculum and the diversity of radio station staff in the 1980s? 

Did the emergence in the academy of women’s and minority studies programs and 

feminist and critical race theory have any effect in shaping the diversity of radio station 

staff in the 1980s? Did students of color or female students bring any of the ideas they 

learned in their courses of study to the radio station, or did they feel empowered to 

become DJs and directors because of their courses of study? 

The archives of progressive college radio are even more silent when it comes to 

queer DJs and directors. While gay college students agitated for rights and recognition 

throughout the 1980s, I found no mention of out gay DJs or directors, and none of my 

informants made any mention of them. It is possible, and even likely, that the women’s 

music shows featured work by queer female musicians and were hosted by queer female 

DJs, but at this point I have no playlists or interviews to confirm this. From personal 

experience I know that queer artists performed at KXLU during the 1980s, and the station 

even publicized National Coming Out Day, but I have found no evidence suggesting 

whether or not this happened at other stations. Moreover, much of the music played on 

progressive college radio, such as goth, English bands like the Smiths, or even American 

guitar-noise bands like Dinosaur Jr., privileged queer masculine identities, both gay and a 

kind of straight that did not perform a strutting hyper-masculinity. It was also in the 

1980s that queercore emerged. It is difficult to determine how or if the station staffers 

expressed these identities themselves. How did these queer identities manifest themselves 

among DJs? Furthermore, were there in fact any individual shows dedicated to gay 

programming? And, as with women and people of color, what might have been the effect 
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of the emergence in the academy of queer studies and theory on the members of 

progressive college radio stations? 

Finally, it would be worth exploring the differences in cultural trajectories 

between the different constituencies using the progressive college stations in the 1980s. 

Some of my informants, all of whom are white, emphasized the fact that their goal was to 

expose their listeners to new and unheard punk and rap. Did these DJs recognize the 

sometimes-different cultural discourses of social mobility informing each of these 

different styles of music? If so, how did the DJs reconcile these discourses, if at all? 

The differences in the means to resistant ends raise certain questions when 

thinking about progressive college radio in the 1980s. Which DJs subscribed most to the 

alternative, noncommercial discourses and which did not, and can that be traced along 

lines of class, race, gender, and sexuality? How might have the “upward” and 

“downward” options manifested themselves in programming decisions, or created 

conflicts among staff over programming decisions? 

These questions are important, especially given my aim of complicating our 

understanding of both progressive college radio and the 1980s. It would be a mistake to 

frame progressive college radio as a monolith of noncommercial enterprise. I have 

demonstrated to some extent how it was not, but there are certainly other ways, and 

perhaps one of the most important is the examination of identity politics within 

progressive college radio. This is even more important given the “backlash” climate of 

the Reagan politics. It is not insignificant, for example, that there were women’s music 

shows at this time, given the backlash against feminism. It is not insignificant that 
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progressive college radio gave voice to the music of ethnic minorities voice at a time 

when MTV notoriously ignored it. 

While I maintain my assertion that the archives and my informants simply do not 

comment on these issues, I am not suggesting that there is no information about 

progressive college radio at the cross sections of race, gender, class and sexuality. 

However, limited time and financial resources hindered the scope of the study. In the 

future, I hope to return to this topic as a salaried professional, and head back out into the 

field to gather a wider sampling of interviews and archival material. 

In the meantime, there are numerous other avenues to follow in studying 

progressive college radio, and I hope that media scholars will do so. In addition to the 

questions of identity politics discussed above, a sustained study of the public affairs 

programs featured on progressive college stations would be useful. It would be 

interesting to know how the students who prepared news reports or conducted interviews 

with activists and intellectuals felt about these jobs. Were they requirements? Did the 

radio DJs enjoy taking part in this kind of programming? Were the public affairs 

programs one more way progressive DJs could express their opposition to the dominant 

culture? It would be interesting to know whether or not DJs who hosted public affairs 

programs were radicalized by the experience, or if they were already radical and sought 

to bring a radical point of view to the air. Another area of possible research is the non-

progressive college radio station. Some radio stations, and we heard from some of their 

staff in these pages, programmed more mainstream content than other, more radical 

stations. It would broaden our understanding of college radio in the 1980s to have a wide 
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survey of different kinds of stations, in order to get a more complete understanding of 

what the world of college radio was like. It would also be worth studying stations that 

were not only less progressive but fairly conservative or even commercial, or even 

stations that moved from a noncommercial format to a commercial one. 

And then there are the possibilities of follow-ups to this study—college radio in 

the 1990s—or preludes—college radio in the 1970s. Though I touched on the 1970s, a 

more in-depth study of 1970s radio stations might give us a better understanding of how 

college radio moved from educational to college radio, or how alternative evolved from a 

programming practice to a rock music genre. A study of college radio in the 1990s would 

help us understand how radio survives in the Internet age, just as it had to survive after 

the advent of television. Furthermore, alternative music gave way to “indie,” which 

became yet another commercial musical genre; how 1990s college radio contributed to 

the phenomenon would shed much light on the development of popular music in the 

digital age. 
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Appendix A: Radio Stations   

Primary: 
 
KSPC FM 
Thatcher Music Building 
Pomona College 
340 N. College Ave. 
Claremont, CA 91711 
 
KTRU FM 
MS 506 
Rice University 
Houston TX 77251 
 
KXLU FM 
Loyola Marymount University 
3101 W. 80th St. 
Los Angeles, CA 90045 
 
WNUR FM 
Northwestern University 
1877 Campus Dr. 
Evanston, IL 60208 
 
Secondary: 
 
KAOS FM 
The Evergreen State College—CAB 101 
2700 Evergreen Pkwy. 
Olympia, WA 98505 
 
 
KCOU 
101F Pershing Hall 
University of Missouri 
Columbia, MO 65201 
 
WALT (Defunct) 
Davidson College  
Davidson, NC 28035 
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WDAV 
Davidson College 
Box 8990 
423 N. Main St. 
Davidson, NC 28035 
 
WCFM 
Baxter Hall 
Williams College 
Williamstown MA 01267 
 
WJUL (now WUML) 
University of Massachusetts 
1 University Ave. 
Lowell, MA 01854 
 
WTBS (now WMBR) 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
3 Ames Street 
Cambridge MA 02142 
 
WZBC 
Boston College 
McElroy Commons 107 
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467



 218 

Appendix B: DJs Interviewed   

Senor Amor: b. 1965, KXLU-FM 1989-present 
 
Ted Carroll: b. 1967, KXLU-FM 1985-1989 
 
Gerard Cosloy: b. 1964, WZBC-FM, 1983-1984 
 
Kevin Dunn: b. 1967, WDAV-FM 1985-1986; WALT-FM 1989 
 
Julie Grob: b. 1966, KTRU-FM 1984-1988 
 
Calvin Johnson: b. 1962, KAOS-FM 1978-1994 
 
Kim Fix: b. 1965, KXLU-FM 1983-1987  
 
Lois Maffeo: b. 1963 KAOS-FM 1982-1984 
 
Marilyn Mock: b. 1961, KTRU-FM 1978-1990 
 
Pam Moore: b. 1964, KXLU-FM 1986-1989 
 
Dan Osborn: b. 1965, WNUR-FM 1983-1987 
 
Al Quint: b. 1960, WZBC-FM 1984-1986 
 
Kristen Roche: KXLU-FM 1985-1989 
 
Jennifer Stayton: WCFM-FM 1986-1989 
 
Tobi Vail: b. 1969, KAOS-FM 1985-1988 
 
Bob Weston: WJUL-FM 1983-1988, WMBR 1989-1991 
 
Carrie Weston: b. 1968, KCOU-FM 1987-1991 
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Appendix C: Survey/Interview Questions 

BACKGROUND/BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 
 
How did you first hear about college radio? 
 
What attracted you to it? 
  
Why did you want to become a DJ or staff member at a college radio station? 
 
What years were you a college radio DJ or staff member? 
 
What station(s) did you work at (please note the universities at which the station/s 
was/were located)? 
 
Before you worked at a college radio station, what were your media preferences? In other 
words, what music, concerts, sports, movies, radio stations, books, comic books, plays, 
etc. did you listen to/watch/read (if any)? How did those preferences change once you 
began working at a college radio station? 
 
If you worked at a non-commercial radio station, was this your first experience with non-
commercial media? Had you ever you watched or listened to non-commercial media like 
PBS, NPR, or public access television? What were your feelings about those media?  
 
What was the larger music culture in your college’s town like? What kinds of venues 
were there for bands/artists to play in, if any? What kinds of bands came through town? 
What kinds of record stores were there? Bookstores? Where did you buy your music? 
How many shows might you go to in a year? What was your station’s policy regarding 
letting bands play live over the air? What bands or artists did you interview? How did 
you personally find out about music (outside of your job at the radio station)—word of 
mouth, music magazines, TV, etc? 
 
If you can remember, what were your political beliefs at the time? How did your college 
radio—and college—experiences affect them? 
 
A number of social and political issues have come to define our history of the “the 
Eighties” (Reaganism, AIDS, racism, nuclear war, apartheid, wars in El Salvador and 
Nicaragua, Iran/Contra, backlash against feminism, sexism, homophobia, etc.). As a 
young person, how aware of these issues were you? If you can remember, describe your 
feelings about them. Did your college radio or college experiences affect your awareness 
and feelings? How so? 
 



 220 

How would you characterize your parents’ political beliefs? Your siblings’? Your 
schoolmates’ or neighbors’? 
 
PROGRAMMING/FORMAT 
 
What was your station’s relationship with the university in terms of programming? In 
other words, did the administration have a say in what kinds of content your station 
broadcasted? If the university ever censored content, why? 
 
If your station had a mission or specific programming policy, please describe it. 
 
What kinds of music did your station play and why? If your station had a programming 
policy, how did the kinds of music it broadcast relate to this policy? 
 
Besides music, what kinds of programs were featured at your radio station? Public 
affairs? Talk shows? College sports? Fine arts? News? 
 
If your station primarily played non-top 40 and/or alternative/punk/indie music, why? 
What was it that mainstream music lacked?  
 
If your station primarily played non-top 40 music, what did you call it: “punk,” 
“underground,” “independent,” or “alternative,” “new music,” “progressive” etc.? 
 
 
What kinds of programming guidelines did your station issue to the DJs? In other words, 
how much freedom did you have to play what you wanted to? 
 
Were there ever disagreements, arguments, or conflicts among the staff over 
programming? Were you ever part of these disagreements? If so, with whom did you 
disagree? Other DJs? The station directors? Feel free to describe any incidents, stories, or 
anecdotes where you or another DJ or staff member came into conflict over 
programming.  
 
How did the music you played on your radio show(s) diverge from or conform to the 
station’s programming guidelines? 
 
Describe the other radio stations in your radio station’s town or city. Was your station 
competitive with them? How did your station position or market itself in relation to those 
other stations?  
 
What record labels approached your station with records or other merchandise? Would 
record labels give the directors or DJs free stuff? If so, why? 
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What other kinds of media outlets besides record labels approached your station? Local 
TV news, documentary filmmakers, local newspapers, MTV, etc.? 
 
Was being a DJ mostly a matter of just spinning records and having fun for a few hours, 
or was there something specific you were trying to get across to your audience? What 
was that specific something? What ideas were you trying to express? 
 
How snobby were you about the music you played?  
 
If you had a specialty show, please describe it.  
 
If you know, who was the audience for your show? Did you have a fanbase?  
 
What shows or DJs (including you and your show) were especially popular? Did some 
shows or DJs seem to be more popular than others? 
 
As a DJ, what was your relationship with your audience? Did listeners like your show; 
were they annoyed by it, indifferent? 
 
In terms of U.S media, how did you think college radio fit in? What was its place in the 
media landscape? Did it provide services or programming that other media outlets did not 
provide?  
 
Describe the community or communities your station served. Who was your audience?  
For example, did you program for the student body, the community outside campus, 
some other group or groups? 
 
How did the station market itself to its community/communities? 
 
TECHNOLOGY AND STATION ORGANIZATION 
 
Was your station non-commercial? If so, how did it raise money? Did the university fund 
it? 
 
What was the station’s status within the university? In other words, was it connected to a 
professional broadcasting major? Was part of its mission to train future broadcasters? 
 
What was the university administration’s policy towards the organization of the station? 
Did the administration have a say in how the station was run or organized?  
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How did you feel about learning to use radio production technology (microphones, 
mixing desks, reel-to-reel tape recorders, cart players, turntables, etc.)? Did it seem 
difficult or intimidating or were you comfortable learning to use this equipment? 
 
Who trained you to use the radio production technology at the station? Did you have to 
enroll in a radio production class or was training more informal? Did you have to teach 
yourself? In other words, please describe how you learned how to operate the turntables, 
mixing desk, cart machines, microphones, two-track or four-track machines, AP wire, 
etc. 
How accessible was the technology? Could you use it whenever you wanted to or were 
there rules about who could use it and when they could use it? 
 
Where on campus was the station located? In what building and where in that building? 
 
How powerful was the transmitter? 
 
What kind of technological facilities did the station have (microphones, mixing desks, 
tape recorders, turntables, recording studios, etc.)? Were they state-of –the art or out of 
date? 
 
Depending on your answer to the above questions, would you have preferred a more or 
less powerful transmitter, a nicer or worse location, better or worse facilities? In other 
words, would more amateur or more professional facilities have been better for your 
station’s programming policies and mission? 
 
What was the university administration’s or the station’s policy towards using the station 
equipment? Were you required to use the technology only for specific purposes? Did you 
use the equipment for non-intended purposes? 
 
How did the station run? Directors, meetings, hierarchy?  
 
If your station had directors, who tended to serve in those positions? Students? Faculty? 
Mostly men? Mostly women? Mostly white people? Upperclassmen only? Those with the 
most seniority? 
 
If you can remember, what were the qualifications for being a director? 
 
Did you ever serve as a director or hold some other position other than DJ? Why or why 
not? If you can remember, explain how your directorship was different from your 
predecessors’ directorships. What was it you wanted to accomplish with your 
directorship? 
 



 223 

What was the relationship among staff like? Did you or others have problems with other 
staff or the directors or were you a close community? If you can remember, please 
describe any major conflicts or tensions among station staff. 
 
What social or institutional factors encouraged or hindered your participation at the radio 
station?   
 
What was your station’s policy towards your on-air demeanor? Were you encouraged to 
have a professional voice or presentation? If so, how did the station implement this? For 
example, did a director listen to your airchecks and give you comments?  
 
How did you feel about being required to sound professional? Did you? 
 
AFTER 
 
What are you doing now? What was the long-term effect of college radio on your life?  
 
How did working at the radio station differ from the work you do now or work generally?  
 
What was/were your major/majors in college? How did it/they work or not work 
alongside your interest in radio/music? 
 
What did you get out of working at the station?  Did you get paid? What did it mean to 
you to work there, especially if you didn’t get paid?  
 
How much time did you spend there? Was the station staff your primary social group?  
 
Explain how you used any of the equipment at the station for your own creative 
endeavors? For example, did you commandeer use of recording equipment to record you 
or friends’ bands, or did you use turntables to learn scratching or beat matching? 
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