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Folk punk emerged in the early 2000s as a blend of anarcho-punk and U.S. folk 

revivalism. Many of the genre’s original adherents are now in their thirties and forties. As they 

establish families, homes, and careers, these self-identified “aging” folk punks form new ideas 

about the sustainability of anarchist practices originally associated with scene membership, 

particularly that of dropping out of capitalist society to engage in train-hopping and drug use. 

Rather than distancing themselves from new members, many remain active in local, translocal, 

and virtual folk punk scenes as musicians, organizers, forum contributors and more, negotiating 

alternatives to the destructive lifestyle associated with the genre. Through their continued 

participation, aging folk punks (re)shape what it means to identify as folk punk and anarchist not 

only on an individual level, but for the next generation of musicians, listeners, and activists as 

well. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Between songs, Apes of the State vocalist April Hartman informed the audience that the 

government doesn’t do anything for us. She had traveled to D.C. from Lancaster, PA to join a 

folk punk supergroup that would tour the northeastern U.S. and Canada throughout September 

2025. Strewn about the stage was an acoustic guitar, banjo, mandolin, fiddle, accordion, 

keyboard, and electric bass. The small room was so packed I found myself pressed up against the 

merch table, a restaurant booth covered in CDs, vinyl, screen-printed t-shirts, patches, and 

stickers. Apes of the State is one of the most popular folk punk bands of the 2020s, and the 

familiar faces of local scene members in the audience were joined by several who I had never 

seen before. Leaning into the microphone, April said, “long after the power goes out there will 

be someone with an acoustic guitar screaming. Folk punk is forever.” We cheered. Her message 

was clear: folk punk people and their acoustic instruments will survive the anarchist revolution 

and subsequent societal collapse— though their role in bringing it about is unspecified.  

 The future of folk punk remains to be seen, but it may seem like “forever” for the oldest 

generation of participants. While plenty of young adults and teenagers are involved in folk punk 

scenes today, there also exists a large population of older adults who have been active since the 

genre formed in the early 2000s, and who speak openly and often about their “aging” status 

online and at live shows. By continuing to participate in folk punk scenes, they represent an 

exception to the commonly held perception of punk as a youth subculture (Campbell 2004, 

Haenfler 2006, Magaña 2020). 

 Moreover, publications on the folk punk genre as a whole are limited to one article by music 

scholar David Fox (2024). He compares the temporal politics of two “scenes” or waves within 
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folk punk, differentiating between early pop-punk influenced artists on the Plan-It-X label and 

recent artists who draw more from “traditional music.” While I am also interested in shifts 

between early and contemporary folk punk, I find this two-scene approach problematic in that it 

fails to account for several things: first, the genre of folk punk is incredibly diverse, with artists 

who embody qualities of each of Fox’s waves today. Second, early folk punk recordings such as 

those on the Plan-It-X label are still popular even among the new generation of participants. 

Third, many artists and listeners of the first wave continue to participate today. In the past year, 

two of the most prominent folk punk artists, Apes of the State and Pat “the Bunny” Schneeweis, 

both released albums addressing this experience of adjusting to adulthood which were positively 

received by listeners going through the same.1 Tracks like the aptly named “Retirement Plans”— 

consequently the title of this thesis— speak to their struggles to move on from the destructive 

lifestyles of their youth while continuing to feel the same frustrations with living in a capitalist 

society. 

 Fox’s article is based primarily on lyrical analysis, and while this is an important element of 

folk punk music, the tendency of protest music scholars to focus on lyrics can be limiting (Drott 

2023). As sociologists William G. Roy and Ashley Gromis argue, “protest music also has 

consequences based on the music itself and the social activities with which it is used, 

independent of, or at times contrasting to, the content of the lyrics” (Roy and Gromis 2025). 

Rather than comparatively analyzing folk punk music and lyrics over time, I am interested in 

how the way in which scene members themselves create, interpret, and participate in folk punk 

music has changed. This not only includes writing lyrics but producing records, communicating 

 
1 The albums, What’s Another Night by Apes of the State and Friends in Real Life by Friends in Real Life are 

available for streaming on Bandcamp: https://apesofthestate.bandcamp.com/album/whats-another-night and 

https://friendsinreallife.bandcamp.com/album/friends-in-real-life.  

https://apesofthestate.bandcamp.com/album/whats-another-night
https://friendsinreallife.bandcamp.com/album/friends-in-real-life
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translocally, and making music in local scenes. 

 Fox does allude to artists’ continued participation in the case of folk punk celebrity Pat the 

Bunny, whose lyrical themes evolved from a focus on individual freedom to anarchist organizing 

between 2000 and 2016 (Fox 2024, 33). As one of the genre’s pioneers, Pat’s role in shaping 

translocal folk punk scene participation is explored throughout this thesis. Other artists of note 

include Days N’ Daze, This Bike is a Pipe Bomb, Mischief Brew, The Taxpayers, and more 

recently Apes of the State, Pigeon Pit, Local News Legend, and Rent Strike. I elaborate on folk 

punk genre conventions in Chapter 2, but in general some artists stylistically lean more toward 

folk music and others more toward punk. In addition to invoking the leftist connotations of the 

U.S. folk revival, which I elaborate on later, artists’ use of acoustic instruments is significant to 

the genre’s anarchist roots. Most acts include an acoustic guitar if not also a banjo, mandolin, or 

fiddle. As Hartman alluded to onstage, these instruments do not require state-provided electric 

power to play. However, folk punk music is by no means limited to acoustic instrumentation, 

with bands typically employing electric bass and some including electric guitar alongside or in 

place of acoustic strings. At live shows, vocalists and acoustic instrumentalists are typically 

amplified by microphones. Most bands include a drum kit, playing driving rhythms to make even 

an all-acoustic act suitable for moshing. This and singers’ raw, unpolished vocal technique are 

the strongest musical ties between folk punk and the broader punk tradition from which it 

originated.  

 Many folk punk visual aesthetics are shared with gutter punk, crust punk2 and train-hopping 

culture. In his ethnography of contemporary drift, sociologist Jeff Ferrell encounters an 

 
2 “Crust punk,” often used interchangeably with “gutter punk,” refers to a fusion of anarcho-punk and metal 

originating in the 1980s in the UK and spreading to the U.S. in the 1990s. While musically consistent with punk and 

metal, artists like Discharge and Aus-Rotten promoted an alternative lifestyle centered around veganism, 

environmentalism, and anti-consumerism (see Pearson 2020).   



 

 

4 

 

experienced train-hopping gutter punk who recommends a song by the folk punk band This Bike 

is a Pipe Bomb to him. Although Ferrell refers to the band as “punk/folk,” he observes that the 

very ethos of drift— embracing uncertainty, the importance of trains themselves— is reflected in 

their songs (Ferrell 2018, 135). He also describes the “dirty kid” aesthetic that signifies gutter 

punk (and folk punk) subcultural identity: black clothing to hide from police and railroad guards, 

and grease and grime accumulated from occupying freight cars (Ferrell 2018, 131). Today even 

folk punk participants who do not hop trains typically attend live shows in distressed, dark 

clothing with unwashed and unstyled hair. Railroad iconography is also common particularly 

among early folk punk artists, who adopted trains or “hobo” personas as part of their name, 

album art and song lyrics (fig. 1). Others embrace North American animals commonly viewed as 

pests like possums, raccoons, and insects to represent their free-roaming nature and outsider 

status, such as the artists Pigeon Pit, Dead Possum Girlfriend, and Stink Animal and the Bad 

Smells.  

 
Figure 1. Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains, Caught in the Act of Not Being Awesome (2005) 

 

 As I will elaborate in Chapter 3, folk punk is a related but distinct tradition from gutter and 
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crust punk deserving of dedicated ethnomusicological analysis. In addition to overlooking folk 

punk, punk scholarship overwhelmingly focuses on the significance of punk as a youth culture 

movement, one with which members are forced to renegotiate their social and political 

identification upon reaching adulthood. Sociologist Andy Bennett is one of the few to publish on 

the activity of older punks, including his 2013 monograph Music, Style, and Aging: Growing Old 

Disgracefully? In it he argues that the music that “mattered” to people in their youth continues to 

play an important role in their adult lives well beyond the “nostalgia value” of popular music, 

shaping their life courses and lifestyle sensibilities (Bennett 2013, 2). Building on Bennett’s 

work, I argue that not only does folk punk hold meaning in aging participants’ lives, but their 

continued involvement in virtual and local scenes significantly shape the character of these 

scenes, of folk punk participation broadly, and by extension, of anarchist resistance in the U.S.  

 I begin this chapter by outlining the work of several UK sociologists on popular music scenes 

and aging, particularly punk scenes. I then situate folk punk within scholarship on anarcho-punk 

in the U.S., defining my approach to concepts such as “scene” and “subculture.” Finally, I 

consider scholarship linking folk and punk traditions, setting up a discussion of folk punk 

although none mention the genre itself. As well as adding to the scant body of work on folk 

punk, this thesis contributes to scholarship on the intersection of punk and aging, much of which 

is limited to local scenes in the UK. This thesis includes work on virtual scenes (Chapter 3) and 

the music of Washington, D.C. (Chapter 4). In their assessment of 21st century punk scholarship, 

Bestley et al. identify a need for more interdisciplinary approaches to punk beyond the 

historiography and cultural theory of the previous millennium, noting the value of sociology and 

ethnography in particular for widening the scope, definition and purpose of punk studies (Bestley 

et al. 2023, 46–7). This ethnography of folk punk scenes therefore also contributes to 
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contemporary punk scholarship at large. 

Youth Cultures and Aging Scenes 

 Early 20th century studies of youth culture established “youth” status as the period in an 

individual’s life in which the expectations and norms of childhood have not yet been fully 

overtaken by those of adulthood. Thus, “youth culture” was considered deviant, as members 

were neither able to conform to the standards of children nor adults (Debies-Carl 2014). As punk 

developed in the 1970s UK, the influential Birmingham School’s Center for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies (CCCS) approached it as a “youth subculture,” most notably Dick Hebdige’s 

Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979). Rather than one mass youth culture, the CCCS argued 

that each social class within a society maintains a different culture, and those that oppose the 

most powerful (dominant) class are known as subcultures. More recently, “post-subcultural 

studies” critique the CCCS approach as too static, given that youth in reality occupy complex 

social worlds that are constantly changing and overlapping (Debies-Carl 2014, 24). Alternative 

terms for the phenomenon of contemporary youth culture include “neo-tribes” (Bennett 1999) 

and “post-subcultures” (Muggleton 1997). Across these schools of thought, youth identity has 

largely remained central to understandings of punk collectives, be they called subcultures, neo-

tribes or post-subcultures. Approaches that do account for variation in age have been referred to 

as “post-youth subcultures.” Sociologist Laura Way claims that “most recent work on post-youth 

subcultures does now presume – or recognise – continuing participation amongst ageing 

members within the subcultural community they affiliated with in their youth,” but goes on to 

note that this fails to account for people who join subcultures in adulthood (Way 2016, 74). Folk 

punk scenes include young newcomers, continuing participants, and those who joined as adults 

all interacting and building relationships with one another, meaning neither “youth subculture” 
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nor “post-youth subculture” suffice as descriptive terms. 

 Popular music scholar Nicola Smith argues that subcultural theory is flawed in its 

overstatement of “the differences between groups and also the internal homogeneity within 

groups,” neglecting women, minorities and non-youth (Smith 2009, 429). Using punk as an 

example, she refutes the idea that adulthood brings about a rejection of identities and 

participation in a scene because identity is multifaceted: “maturing fans who have moved away 

from scenes with longevity do not necessarily lose or discard their scene-derived identity, but 

can opt to put these identities on hold. Other sociocultural identities may become salient as 

marriage, children and further life commitments occupy an individual's primary focus in place of 

music scene participation” (Smith 2009, 435-6). In her work on an aging Northern Soul scene, 

Smith focuses on the physical dimensions of participation and limits of aging, a logical approach 

given the oldest members’ five-decade history in the scene (Smith 2012). Similarly, Tsitsos 

(2012), Gibson (2012) and Bennett (2018) position older punks as aging bodies who often prefer 

to sit or stand and listen to music at concerts instead of moshing and dancing. It is true that more 

young scene members mosh at folk punk shows than older adults, but rarely do they simply stand 

in the back and listen; attendees of all ages participate through dancing in place, clapping, fist-

pumping and, importantly, singing along.  

 Like the “scene-derived identity” mentioned by Smith, most studies on punk and aging center 

on the individual scene participant and how they internalize punk identity. One of the earliest is 

Bennett’s 2006 analysis of how aging male followers of punk in England articulate their 

continuing attachment to the genre. Through interviews, older punks reveal that they see 

themselves as having “literally absorb[ed] the ‘qualities’ of true ‘punkness’” through their 

personal beliefs and practices rather than striking clothing and other visual displays (Bennett 
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2006, 225-6). Laura Way applies Bennett’s approach to older punk women in the UK, 

demonstrating that punk identity is malleable and able to be embodied on an individual level as 

participants age (Way 2020). While I focus less on how these concepts are internalized, Way’s 

definition of adulthood in relation to punk is extremely useful. She writes, “concerning ageing 

and the relationship between this and punk identity or identification, this concept of adulthood 

emerges largely through reflections on societal expectations” specifically the social markers of 

having a full-time job, marriage, children, and a mortgage (Way 2020, 109). Therefore, when I 

refer to adulthood and “aging,” I am speaking of this set of social markers rather than a 

numerical age. We are all always aging, but I adopt the term from these scholars as well as the 

many folk punk scene members who refer to themselves this way, meaning “more aged” or older 

than the new generation of participants. In folk punk scenes, “aging” people are generally in their 

thirties and forties. Possessing even one of these social markers is contradictory to the concept of 

total individual freedom upon which dropping out is based, as each implies some degree of 

responsibility for or to another person(s). 

 Many of the contributions to the volume Ageing and Youth Cultures: Music, Style and 

Identity, edited by Andy Bennett, are interview-based analyses of individual punk identity and 

expression following his model. For example, Ross Haenfler (2012) examines how straight edge 

adherents interpret and display their affiliation as they age, and Joanna Davis (2012) considers 

how older punks incorporate their ideology of punk resistance into their understanding of the 

“inevitabilities” of growing up. Folk punk scene members experience the same or similar 

processes of reconciling folk punk identity with careers, homes, and families, but I center my 

research on aging scene members’ roles as participants in various scenes more so than how their 

lifestyles have been shaped by participation. The two are of course related, but far less work has 



 

 

9 

 

been done on aging in collectives, especially in regard to punk scenes. Sociologist Paul 

Hodkinson has written about collectively aging goth scenes in the UK, another alternative music 

tradition associated with young adults and teenagers. He observes that members’ continuing 

participation has more to do with “the collective negotiation of adulthood” than individuals 

contending with a loss of youth. This manifests in a change in expectations for makeup and 

clothing, an emphasis on nostalgia at gatherings, and shorter nights out at clubs (Hodkinson 

2011). Goth differs musically, aesthetically, and philosophically from punk and folk punk. Most 

notably, none of the music scenes examined by the aforementioned scholars are as overtly 

anarchist as folk punk, nor are they situated in the U.S. Therefore, I now turn to scholarship on 

anarcho-punk scenes in order to situate folk punk participation within this more closely related 

tradition.  

Anarcho-Punk Scenes 

 Like punk broadly, much of the scholarship on anarcho-punk treats it as a youth culture with 

a focus on the UK. Folk punk scenes are primarily based in the U.S., and as punk scholar Jim 

Donaghey demonstrates, the role of punk scenes in 21st century anarchist activism differs 

remarkably between the two countries (Donaghey 2020). Because I focus on anarcho-punk in the 

United States, I will not be discussing the renowned band Crass and the central role they played 

in linking punk and anarchism in the UK in the 1970s, which has been addressed elsewhere 

(Lohman and Worley 2018, Cartwright 2015, Cogan 2007). In the UK today, anarchist 

organization Class War hesitates to associate themselves with punk, instead favoring collective 

action in the workplace. In contrast, the U.S.-based CrimethInc. views personal and cultural 

politics as the site of revolutionary activity, relying on punk music and media to reach youth and 

draw them in. Calling “anarcho-punk” a redundancy, they consider punk to be one inherently 
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anarchist, spontaneous, and sensual subculture, asserting that “intellectual proposals can build on 

adrenaline, lust, violence, and pleasure, but they can’t substitute for them” (CrimethInc. Ex-

Workers’ Collective, 2022). CrimethInc. goes on to suggest that punk can be a point of departure 

for exploring other alternative ways of living, such as collective housing, self-organized 

infoshops, feminism and veganism. 

 Donaghey identifies CrimethInc.’s approach to anarchism as “lifestylist,” although he notes 

that the term is often overused to falsely polarize anarchists. Central to lifestylism is a rejection 

of middle-class privilege, becoming “class traitors” and refusing to participate in bourgeois 

capitalist culture by “dropping out,” defined by CrimethInc. as “’ceasing to make purchases, 

reducing your needs, and finding other sources for what you require’” (Donaghey 2020, 129). 

Many folk punk participants took this extreme approach to anarchist resistance in the early 2000s 

by hopping trains to leave their middle-class lives behind. Class War offers several criticisms of 

CrimethInc. that adherents of other punk traditions have levied against folk punk: that lifestylism 

romanticizes poverty, and that dropping out involves more right-wing individualism and hard 

drug use than true anarchism (Donaghey 2020, 130). There is a degree of truth to this, and aging 

scene members’ changing perspectives on dropping out form the basis of Chapter 3. Pat the 

Bunny promoted CrimethInc. in his early career, but despite the association between the genre 

and lifestylism, folk punk artists represent a very small number of the musicians affiliated with 

the organization. CrimethInc. themselves recognize the intentionally accessible and affordable 

style of folk punk as “never achieving the popularity of gear-based [loud, electric] punk” 

(CrimethInc. 2018). Regardless of this disparity in popularity, folk punk participants engage in 

many of the same practices as members of other U.S. anarcho-punk scenes. 

 Punk scholar Kevin Dunn argues that anarcho-punks are “extremely important in reviving 
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and sustaining anarchism as a political ‘school of thought’ in today’s world.” Although 

mentioned only briefly, he includes folk punk as part of the emergence of anarcho-punk in North 

America, referencing the Plan-It-X label and affiliated bands as an alternative to the heavier crust 

punk style of Profane Existence (Dunn 2012, 202-3). On the tension between lifestylist 

individualism and the effort to build a political movement, Dunn writes that most anarcho-punks 

reject the idea of a unified movement in favor of their own desires and practices, “seemingly 

more concerned with finding solutions and practices within their daily life” (Dunn 2012, 216). 

Folk punk participants are therefore not alone in this regard. This attempt to find solutions can 

manifest in Temporary Autonomous Zones (TAZs) or what political scientist Mark Mattern calls 

“alternative worlds of art,” where participants carve out time and space to live according to 

anarchist principles and prefigure a more democratic world (Mattern 2016, 2). Prefigurative 

politics were adopted by the New Left in the 1960s based on the idea that the organizational 

forms practiced by activists in the present should mirror the world they wish to create in the 

future, particularly experimenting with non-hierarchical structures (Bevins 2023, 57-58). For 

anarcho-punks today, including folk punks, TAZs typically take shape at live shows as well as 

virtual spaces like social networking sites.  

 Mattern describes how participants may spend most of their lives outside of these spaces, 

working capitalist jobs and consuming mainstream media, but the autonomy and networks of 

support they experience within the scene can carry over to other aspects of their lives. However, 

he goes on to claim that because it is rare for musicians to profit in a DIY economy, most view 

their participation as “necessarily temporary, likely to change when interests such as raising a 

family become more pressing” (Mattern 2016, 53-4). This may be true for DIY punk scenes 

broadly, and for some individual folk punk scene members, but it is certainly not viewed as 
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“necessary” for most. While several early folk punk bands have since become defunct, in many 

cases the members have continued participation through other projects, forming new bands or 

solo work even while adopting social markers of adulthood.  

 Like the concept of “adulthood,” there are several key terms I wish to define in relation to 

scenes. First, I reject the use of “subculture” to describe folk punk based on critiques that it 

presumes one common culture in society from which subcultures are deviant (Dunn 2015, 64). 

Instead, studies of “scenes” consider how networks of people connect with one another in “actual 

times and places” to generate new identities, art, and culture (Glass 2012, 698). In this thesis, I 

consider three types of folk punk scenes, each situated in different times and places: local, 

translocal and virtual. Bennett and Peterson (2004) define each. Local scenes cluster around a 

specific geographic focus, such as the D.C. folk punk scene. Translocal scenes are networks of 

multiple local scenes, connected through regular communication, touring artists, and a shared 

form of music and lifestyle. Translocal folk punk scene participants often refer to this as “the 

folk punk community.” Virtual scenes span even greater physical distances, across which people 

generate a sense of scene through fanzines and the Internet. When discussing each of these 

scenes, I use the term “member” for individuals who self-identify as such in regard to a 

particular local or virtual scene. “Participant” I use more broadly to refer to anyone involved in 

folk punk music and culture, since one could participate in a scene— attending a show, buying 

an album, posting a comment— without considering themselves a member. It is crucial to note 

that music scenes are constantly overlapping with one another and with other music scenes 

(Glass 2012, 702). A member of the Philadelphia folk punk scene may also catch a show in New 

Jersey, check out the local garage rock scene, and discuss folk punk music online. People can be 
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participants in and/or members of multiple scenes simultaneously, though for the sake of this 

project I focus only on folk punk scenes. 

Folk and Punk 

 In addition to anarcho-punk, folk punk participants are influenced by the musical and 

political legacies of the U.S. folk revival. In many ways, the two traditions— folk and punk— 

share a similar approach to music as a tool for social change. The 1940s People’s Songs 

organization, including Pete Seeger, Alan Lomax and Lee Hays, used songs “to protest, to 

educate, to build solidarity and morale” and encouraged people to write their own (Lieberman 

1989, 80). The most politically inclined punk musicians have used songs in much the same way 

since the 1970s, and with the Do-It-Yourself attitude that likewise insists anyone can be a 

musician. Sociologist William G. Roy describes how adherents of the Communist-led movement 

of the 1930s and 1940s failed to reach their targeted working-class audience because in addition 

to a lack of stylistic appeal, they were not able to transcend the conventional performer-audience 

relationship and make folk music participatory (Roy 2010, 235). Although DIY punk participants 

have not completely done away with the performer-audience relationship either, the tradition 

originally developed as a representation of working-class identity, accessibility, and grassroots 

music production that could be viewed as a continuation of the goals of the folk revival.  

 CrimethInc. calls punk “one of the greatest countercultural folk art movements of the past 

several hundred years,” and one that was both a reaction against and continuation of 1960s 

counterculture (CrimethInc. Ex-Workers’ Collective, 2022). Early punks explicitly distinguished 

themselves from hippies, opposing the hierarchical star system displayed at Woodstock and its 

commercialization. Invested in the ideals beneath the reality of the hippie movement, they 

desired to be “everything hippie that couldn’t be domesticated and commodified” (CrimethInc. 
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Ex-Workers’ Collective, 2022). Similarly, musician and scholar John Encarnacao sees punk 

aesthetic conventions as a “continuum that extends back to the spirit of inclusion and spontaneity 

of folk music,” suggesting that punk music has been handed down from the 20th century to the 

next “as folk music” (Encarnacao 2013, 2). Focusing on recorded folk and punk music, he 

observes a shared celebration of amateurism, primitivism and liveness as well as a rejection of 

studio craft.  

 Alternatively, punk scholar Pete Dale points out several distinctions between the folk and 

punk traditions, indicating that to say “’we are the punks’ means something very different from 

‘we are the folk.’” (Dale 2009, 7). Politically, Dale characterizes DIY punk as anarchistic, 

organizing in small, insular groups, while the folk movement is socialistic, tending toward a 

Marxian approach to social transformation on the scale of an entire nation or all humanity. In 

using music to achieve this goal of challenging capitalist society, punk music often prioritizes 

innovation and disruption while followers of the folk revival valued the maintenance of a 

musical tradition as a tool for class solidarity (Dale 2009). On the surface, punk appears 

modernist, situated in the present and insisting on “No Future” while folk conversely desires the 

reproduction of a traditional style. However, Dale points out somewhat ironically that folk 

musicians inevitably alter tradition when performing in the present, while punk musicians have 

been upholding a punk musical tradition themselves for decades (Dale 2009, 2). These 

conflicting temporalities are something Fox addresses in his analysis of folk punk, drawing 

attention to the unique meeting of novelty and tradition explored by folk punk artists. He 

demonstrates that the two are not opposing forces; tradition can be re-configured as a source of 

power and inspiration for radical political and social developments in the future (Fox 2024). 

 This aligns with music scholar David Ensminger’s analysis of 1980s roots punk, a genre 
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predating folk punk which similarly fuses punk with other styles, namely country, blues, and 

rockabilly. Also known as “cowpunk,” it has a separate history and following from folk punk, 

but Ensminger’s analysis of blended punk genres is relevant. He writes that despite the rhetoric 

of punk dramatically breaking with the past, in reality it was often “an expression of continuity, a 

convergence with personal histories, varied cultural heritages, [and] a sense of regionalism.” 

Roots punk was not simply a deliverance of past sounds and themes onto punk modes and 

manners like “Johnny Cash in steel-toed Dr. Martens boots” (Ensminger 2023, 4). The same is 

true for folk punk, which is not simply a combination of preexisting folk and punk features but 

its own genre with associated traditions, conventions, and ideologies worthy of study. 

Outline of Methods and Chapters 

Methodology 

 This thesis is based on ethnography and interviews conducted digitally and in person 

throughout 2025 and early 2026. A mixed-methods approach is necessary given the dispersed 

nature of folk punk scenes; traditional ethnography alone would not account for the robust 

translocal and virtual scene activity that inevitably shapes face-to-face interactions in local 

scenes. In conducting digital ethnography, I draw from Liz Przybylski’s approach outlined in 

Hybrid Ethnography (2021), particularly in regard to participant observation online. I created a 

new profile on Reddit.com, the site of much virtual folk punk scene activity, and gained 

permission from forum moderators to conduct research. As with in-person ethnography, 

Przybylski writes that “researchers are expected to meet standards for appropriate behavior on a 

platform” (Przybylski 2021, 60). Reddit differs from other social media platforms in that it lacks 

a follower system, so there is no expectation to post frequently and develop a network. With the 
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exception of prominent artists, folk punk forum users are generally more interested in the content 

of a post than who posted it. Because of this, I focused on reading and commenting where I 

could contribute to a conversation, and created new posts when I noticed a recent topic or event 

wasn’t being discussed yet. I also posted to connect with potential interlocutors, which is how I 

came into contact with four virtual folk punk scene members interviewed over Zoom: the artists 

Moxie Mossheart and Greg, and two other participants referred to as Matt and Justin. 

 I also conducted traditional face-to-face ethnography in D.C. and Baltimore by regularly 

attending folk punk shows, participating in group singing, and speaking with artists and audience 

members. Bestley et al. identifies a potential challenge of studying punk in that the passionate 

fan might assume a level of expertise based in notions of authenticity that could be used to “push 

back against unwanted intrusion in the subculture by dowdy academics” (Bestley et al. 2023, 

45). However, I never received this kind of pushback; on the contrary, the artists, listeners and 

producers I spoke with were all enthusiastic, if not a little surprised, about the idea of an 

academic project on folk punk. With figures like Pat the Bunny frequently referencing anarchist 

literature by the likes of Stirner and Proudhon, folk punk participants may be less averse to an 

academic presence. Instead, I often encountered the opposite issue, with people hesitating to 

speak on their knowledge about folk punk and pointing me to sources they viewed as more 

expert or authentic than themselves. In my early attempts to arrange an interview with members 

of the D.C.-based Trash Boat and the Ambush, the vocalist suggested I speak with foundational 

folk punk record label owner Pepe Bandit instead and immediately put us in contact. While I was 

ultimately able to interview Trash Boat as well, this generous and unexpected connection shaped 

much of how I approached this project. 

 In an interview, Pepe and I spoke about the nature of my research and his podcast, on which 
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he interviews folk punk artists. He told me that he probably wouldn’t have agreed to the 

interview with me in the past, but recently he has started to “see the value in documenting the 

community” and its history. However, Pepe also cautioned me: “if you start to just do this 

‘documenting something just for the sake of documenting it,’ [and] that's the goal, then you kind 

of get caught up in that. I want to walk this fine line between, you know, helping the growth of a 

community while preserving its history” (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). 

 Though I have been participating in scenes, I do not consider myself a member of the 

translocal scene or folk punk “community” that Pepe is referencing. I grew up singing leftist folk 

music with my family in North Carolina and listening to commercial pop-punk with friends, but 

the two did not intersect until I heard folk punk music through a Spotify recommendation while 

an undergraduate. Initially, I was put off by the folk punk sound and did not attend a live show 

until moving to the DMV and beginning this project. Because my relationship to this community 

has always been based on academic research, my ability to help its growth while preserving its 

history is different from Pepe’s. Still, through ethnography I have had numerous opportunities to 

attend shows, financially and socially support performers, and conduct this thesis not only for the 

sake of documenting but because I have developed a genuine appreciation for the tradition and 

enjoy my time spent in folk punk spaces. 

 It was also this interview with Pepe which led me to focus on aging and adulthood, as he 

spoke about his changing role in the folk punk community since the early 2000s. This has 

presented its own challenges, as I am not of the same generation as my self-identified “aging” 

interlocutors. Smith writes that when studying aging scenes,  

“participant observation is complicated in light of the fact that access is problematic due to 

the visible distinction of age that potentially situates the researcher outside of the subject 

group. Fans assume that a young researcher, on account of the age difference, could not 

possibly have gained firsthand experience of a scene with longevity and that they do not 
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understand what has occurred throughout the history of the scene under study” (Smith 2009, 

443).  

 

Part of her proposed solution is to locate gatekeepers who will provide information about the 

past and grant access to the present scene. Pepe filled this role in regard to information, sharing 

much about his early days participating in folk punk scenes while the genre was just forming. 

Access to the present virtual folk punk scene was simple, as profile information including age is 

anonymous. Accessing the D.C. scene was different; as a young woman I struggled to make 

initial connections with older, male members of the local Trash Boat and the Ambush, and most 

participants, while kind, attended shows in tight-knit groups averse to the addition of a 

newcomer. It wasn’t until early 2026 that I was able to interview two band members, who, as 

gatekeepers, then began introducing me to other scene members.  

 I had a much easier time accessing the Baltimore folk punk scene, home to the duo 

Bloody Crying Twinks. Like me, members Eliza and Noah are in their early twenties, as are 

most of the artists they perform with and people who attend their shows. In an interview, they 

described their efforts to establish their identity as a band, dealing with musical and political 

notions of authenticity as they book more shows and release more recordings (interview with the 

author, October 5, 2025). I had initially planned to include an ethnography of this younger, 

developing folk punk scene as a comparison to that in D.C. Unfortunately, Baltimore was 

ultimately out of scope for this thesis, but I greatly value Eliza and Noah’s contributions in 

helping me understand youth perspectives on folk punk and introducing me to another local 

scene as context by which to better understand D.C. I will briefly revisit Bloody Crying Twinks 

and their approach to folk punk music making in the closing chapter. 
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Outline 

 In Chapter 2, I outline the development of folk punk as a genre. I focus on the production of 

recorded music and the role of DIY record labels in genre formation, centering two labels and 

their owners: Plan-It-X records, run by Chris Clavin, and DIY Bandits, run by Pepe Bandit. No 

recorded history of folk punk has been published, so I trace the genre from the first uses of the 

term in the early 2000s to the present based primarily on Pepe’s accounts and independent 

documentary footage. I also introduce Pepe’s concept of a “scene elder” as he reflects on his 

current role in a translocal folk punk scene whose members now rely on the Internet to distribute 

music. This overview provides important context about what folk punk music is, who makes it, 

who listens, and how these things have changed over time.  

 Chapter 3 is an ethnography of the virtual folk punk scene, which gathers on a specific 

Reddit.com forum dedicated to discussion of folk punk. Because of its accessibility, a large 

number of both “aging” and young scene members communicate frequently with one another on 

the site, publicly sharing ideas about what it means to identify as folk punk including 

understandings of anarchism. I focus on the contributions of self-identified aging scene members 

and how they represent past forms of anarchist resistance, particularly the practices of dropping 

out and train hopping, through forum posts articulating folk punk cultural memory. Through 

digitally mediated discussion, aging virtual folk punk scene members do not only shift their own 

perspectives on anarchist ways of being as they form families and buy homes, but other, younger 

scene members’ perspectives too. 

 Chapter 4 is an ethnography of the D.C. folk punk scene centered on live performances by 

the local band, Trash Boat and the Ambush, and touring artists. As adults, the members of Trash 

Boat have not dropped out or hopped trains, but write and perform music articulating other forms 
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of anarchist resistance. I look at how aging scene members understand the capacity of music to 

engineer social change (Bennett 2013), namely Trash Boat vocalist Pendy’s emphasis on group 

singing as an antifascist tactic. At folk punk shows in D.C., participants collectively sing existing 

protest songs associated with large-scale social movements and original songs by Trash Boat that 

situate anarchist revolution in the district. 

 With so little scholarship on folk punk and on aging scenes in general, the experiences of 

aging folk punks and their participation in anarcho-punk scenes have been doubly overlooked. 

Furthermore, most of the existing work on these individual subjects has not been conducted by 

ethnomusicologists but rather sociologists, oral historians, or autoethnographers, making this 

particular analytical perspective valuable. Historically, U.S. anarcho-punk scenes have not been 

given as much recognition as Crass and their contemporaries in the 1980s UK. Yet decades after 

the peak of British anarcho-punk, folk punk scenes are thriving here in the U.S. as spaces for 

distinctly anarchist music-making and social gathering. As they age, participants sustain not only 

themselves, their scenes, and the folk punk genre, but anarchist resistance in the U.S. as well.  
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Chapter 2: Is This Folk Punk? 
 

 “PigPen, folk punk legend or nah?” a Reddit user posts with a gif of the Peanuts comic strip 

character playing an upright bass. All commenters agree that Pigpen is very folk punk, not only 

because he’s canonically dirty and plays bass but for reasons as contrived as having witnessed 

him “throw a brick at a cop car” (WhiskeyDickLBC, April 25, 2025). Asking whether something 

obscure is folk punk and defending it as such is a running joke among scene participants on 

social media, often in the form of an image accompanied by the text, “is this folk punk?” While, 

as the next chapter demonstrates, these sites are also spaces for genuine reflection on what it 

means to identify as folk punk, definitions of what folk punk itself is are often intentionally 

subverted. As one participant told me, punks have been questioning what “punk” is for decades, 

but seriously answering it and deciding what is or isn’t (folk) punk is the least punk think you 

could do (Greg, interview with the author, April 24, 2025). Therefore, in this chapter I undertake 

a history of how “folk punk” came to be rather than defining it, focusing on the role of DIY 

record labels in folk punk genre formation.  

 In Music Genres and Corporate Cultures, popular music scholar Keith Negus describes 

genre as “the way in which musical categories and systems of classification shape the music that 

we might play and listen to, mediating both the experience of music and its formal organization 

by an entertainment industry” (Negus 1999, 4). He argues that genre and musical production 

shape one another within broader historical and social contexts, stating that “too often the study 

of pop or rock has been generalized, as if indicative of all industrialized musical production in 

general” (Negus 1999, 13). I extend this to argue that the way folk punk music is produced 

cannot be generalized as if indicative of all DIY or even DIY punk music production.  
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 Unlike the mainstream music industry corporations Negus examines, DIY cultural producers 

consciously aim to be unprofessional and not run labels as a business (Bennett and Guerra 2018, 

Dunn 2012, O’Connor 2008). Timothy Cuffman’s study of the D.C.-based Dischord Records 

label acknowledges some of the ways in which founders Ian MacKaye and Jeff Nelson shaped 

the 1980s hardcore scene and how their music production practices were shaped in turn, such as 

avoiding contracts and releasing unconventional, unpopular music in an attempt to be 

“completely non-commercial” (Cuffman 2015, 8). However, MacKaye’s massive influence in 

American hardcore punk, particularly the rise of the Straight Edge movement, had much to do 

with his work as a musician and his own bands’ releases on the label. In my study of folk punk 

record labels, I center the owners’ roles as producers, with one not considering himself a 

musician at all.  

 Media scholar Fabian Holt suggests that “genre draws attention to the collective and the 

general, and a great deal of genre research forgets that culture cannot be adequately understood 

without paying attention to the individual and the particular” (Holt 2007, 7). Here I devote 

attention to the particular by looking at two specific labels, Plan-It-X Records and DIY Bandits, 

and the roles that their individual owners have played in the formation of folk punk as a genre. 

While neither “invented” the genre, both were heavily involved in the early years of its 

production, giving shape to folk punk as a distinctly anarchist and community-based practice. 

This chapter is organized as a partial history of folk punk, which has yet to be outlined in 

scholarship. It is based primarily on an extended interview with the owner of the DIY Bandits 

label and excerpts from his podcast, Back on the Grind, per his suggestion. This is supplemented 

by interviews with virtual folk punk scene participants, as dispersed listeners can offer 

perspectives on folk punk genre conventions at large instead of how they play out in a particular 
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local scene.  

 I begin with some folk punk prehistory based on participants’ perceptions of the “first” folk 

punk musicians, as well as the implications that the hybrid “folk-punk” name carries. Then I 

delve into the two labels that make up the focus of this chapter, beginning with the rise and fall 

of Plan-It-X Records and owner Chris Clavin’s role in early folk punk music production. I move 

to a more in-depth examination of DIY Bandits and owner Pepe Bandit’s ongoing role in folk 

punk genre formation, from meeting folk punk legend-in-the-making Pat the Bunny in the early 

2000s to his new role as a “scene elder” today. Finally, I address issues of identity and who 

is(n’t) represented in folk punk historically despite participants’ outward claims of openness and 

inclusion.  

Folk Punk Prehistory 

 Most accounts of folk punk history from participants begin with The Pogues, whose blend of 

traditional Irish music with punk rock in the 1980s supposedly inspired musicians to combine 

American folk and punk overseas (Shay 2008). Yet The Pogues are commonly considered 

“Celtic punk,” as are the Irish American bands who followed like Dropkick Murphys and 

Flogging Molly despite being based in the U.S. “Folk punk,” although lacking a regional 

signifier, is linked to a U.S. musical lineage specifically, and participants cite the Wisconsin-

based Violent Femmes as the originators of the folk punk sound almost as often as The Pogues.  

Looking further back, virtual folk punk scene member Justin suggests that “some folks might 

argue that one of the first folk punk musicians would be the likes of Woody Guthrie,” alluding to 

many online users’ claims that the attitudes and views of early folk revivalists align with modern 

folk punk. Other “first” folk punks in this regard include Phil Ochs, Pete Seeger, and Bob Dylan, 

though participants acknowledge that their music is considered “folk” and is really a precursor to 
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folk punk rather than an equivalent (wopelaye, November 4, 2025). 

 On the role of discourse in genre making, Holt writes that “a genre category can only be 

established if the music has a name. Naming a music is a way of recognizing its existence and 

distinguishing it from other musics” (Holt 2007, 3). As the following sections on early folk punk 

music production will show, no one person is credited with naming folk punk, but being a 

combination of two other named musics means that understandings of this genre will always be 

at least partially informed by existing folk and punk categories. For example, Holt references the 

classic dichotomy of “authentic folk music” as something “created by ‘the people’” while 

commercial popular music is “produced for ‘the people’” (Holt 2007, 31). Combined with the 

DIY ethos associated with the punk genre, production outside of the commercial music industry 

is doubly important to what qualifies a piece of music as folk punk.  

 While participants represent the genre’s folk music roots through dubbing musicians like 

Guthrie the “first” folk punks, their allegiance to punk broadly is not to be overlooked. In an 

essay on punk and authority, editor of the Folk Punk’s Not Dead zine writes: 

 “Folk punk, despite our relatively brief history, is steeped in a rich culture of anti-authority 

inherited from both our parent genres and is no exception. Here, you are just as likely to find 

yourself rubbing shoulders with devote anarchists and socialists of all kinds of pedigrees of 

leftist thought as you are in the greater punk scene - if not more so. Punk music of any 

variety cannot be separated from its stance against authoritarianism and oppression; doing so 

removes the very essence of what makes the music punk. This is in turn a fundamental part 

of our collective identity, and what makes these genres distinct” (Clunes 2023). 

 

They go on to describe the origins of punk, from the Situationists of the 1950s and 60s to the 

anarchist social groups that developed into punk scenes in the U.S. and U.K., and how the punk 

sound developed out of garage rock. “The question of which of these projects came first is 

irrelevant because they were all inspiring one another simultaneously,” Clunes aptly concludes 

(Clunes 2023). What is important here is the way folk punk is presented as firmly rooted within a 
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greater punk tradition even as it developed into a distinct, named genre with unique associations 

beyond those of “folk” and “punk.” 

Plan-It-X Records 

 Many of the first bands to call their music “folk punk” released early recordings on the Plan-

It-X label, a Bloomington, Indiana-based outfit started by Chris Clavin in the 1990s. While 

neither Clavin nor the label itself were affiliated with Indiana University, Bloomington has been 

host to numerous DIY record labels since the 1970s thanks to the college town’s strong 

counterculture scene, anarchist collectives, and plethora of local folk, experimental, and punk 

bands (Sandweiss 2017). Any history of folk punk would be incomplete without acknowledging 

the label’s role in organizing some of the first regular gatherings that would eventually become 

known as folk punk scenes, but I choose to limit my engagement with Plan-It-X in light of 

current discourse surrounding Clavin.  

 After Plan-It-X folded in 2016, Clavin was accused of multiple instances of sexual assault 

through a series of anonymous Facebook posts. Although he never explicitly admitted guilt, 

Clavin implied as much in his public response insisting that “I do not want people to defend me,” 

and “I want to do everything I can to make things right,” promising to seek therapy and 

subsequently deleting his Facebook account. Prominent folk punk artists who had worked with 

him in the past pulled their recordings from the Plan-It-X catalog and issued statements in 

support of the accusers (Gentile 2017). Today the sentiment surrounding Clavin is that he is not 

to be contacted or collaborated with, nor should scene members listen to the music he wrote and 

recorded with his own band. However, before these events were made public, Clavin and the 

Plan-It-X label played a major role in folk punk genre formation. For these reasons, I rely on 

secondary materials digitally archived by folk punk participants to provide a necessary history of 
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the label before moving on to the more highly regarded work of DIY Bandits. This primarily 

includes the independently produced documentary “If It Ain’t Cheap, It Ain’t Punk” by Eric 

Ayotte, Joe Biel and Jeremy Hogan, and iterations of the Plan-It-X website archived on the 

Wayback machine.  

 Clavin initially founded Plan-It-X in 1994 in order to release music by his own band, 

Operation: Cliff Clavin. In “If It Ain’t Cheap,” he describes how most of the punk bands around 

him at the time were “apolitical hardcore,” and while he appreciated their DIY practices and 

focus on community building, Clavin wanted to emphasize anarchist politics and speak directly 

to social issues (Ayotte et al. 2010). As he and his friends began to offer to help others release 

music too, he inevitably gravitated toward artists with a similar approach to his, claiming to only 

release music by people he “liked” based on their sincerity rather than talent, insisting that he 

never “want[ed] to run a business” (Ayotte et al. 2010). Some of the most well-known of these 

artists today include This Bike is a Pipe Bomb, Defiance Ohio, AJJ, and The Taxpayers. 

Regardless of artists’ popularity, Plan-It-X was known for selling every CD for five dollars or 

less, inspiring the “if ain’t cheap, it ain’t punk” slogan. 

 As more artists joined Plan-It-X, Clavin began organizing live shows with the explicit 

intention of strengthening community bonds, in contrast to what he calls “mainstream punk 

scenes” where attendees just watch the band and go home (Ayotte et al. 2010). People who 

regularly attended these shows in Bloomington or on one of their tour stops began referring to 

themselves collectively as “the Plan-It-X scene.” It was not until the turn of the century when 

several artists including Clavin’s new band Ghost Mice began implementing acoustic 

instruments that Plan-It-X became known as a “folk punk label” and this community, therefore, a 

translocal folk punk scene. A network of a few thousand artists and listeners across the U.S. were 
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connected through the public forums on the label’s website and could meet at the semi-annual 

Plan-It-X festival in Bloomington. Clavin emphasized the scene’s relatively small membership 

as a positive, allowing more people to feel as though they can join in and make their own music 

because the scene isn’t dominated by popular artists (Ayotte et al. 2010). While this remains true 

for the genre today, some artists went on to find mainstream popularity beyond their initial Plan-

It-X following; Against Me! became a successful punk rock band following their debut folk punk 

album and Kimya Dawson charted with her work on the Juno soundtrack just one year after 

releasing an album with Plan-It-X (Hasty 2008). 

 In January of 2016, Clavin announced on the Plan-It-X website that he could no longer 

finance the label and would be shutting it down. Part of the post reads: 

“[We] only started this label to help bands that could not afford to release their own music or 

had no interest in doing mail order themselves. We just released music for bands that we fell 

in love with, and wanted the world to hear. It was a passion, a community, not a business. 

We served a purpose at the time. Plan-it-x is no longer needed. I also refuse to give in to the 

social media push to be more aggressive and advertise and market our bands. The D.I.Y. 

punk scene has always meant so much more to me than that. I have tried to grow and change 

with the times but I’m really not feeling it” (Plan-It-X 2016). 

 

Although Plan-It-X’s early web forums were crucial to the development of a translocal folk punk 

scene, Clavin saw social media as having developed to the point where artists can promote and 

distribute their own music without a DIY label. This is something that the DIY Bandits label has 

encountered as well, but unlike Clavin, owner Pepe Bandit has remained active in folk punk 

music production from the early 2000s through today, adapting to new leadership roles as the 

technology available to artists changes. 
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DIY Bandits 

The Early Years 

 Pepe Bandit started DIY Bandits in 2002 in Shelton, Connecticut. Not a musician himself, 

his foray into music production began at an anarchist convention in Hartford. Pepe was invited as 

a speaker, and he helped a friend get onto the lineup of live music at the event; this was the late 

Erik Petersen who would soon go on to front the popular folk punk band Mischief Brew. It was 

not Petersen who inspired Pepe to start a label, but a fifteen-year-old Pat the Bunny, at that time 

a stranger, who asked for an opportunity to perform as well. Pepe still describes this meeting 

with some bewilderment over twenty years later, emphasizing “I don't know why he came up to 

me, I didn't know the kid. I don't know why he chose me.” Though the lineup was full, Pepe 

suggested Pat play guitar and sing on the sidewalk after the show. Then, he says, “after listening 

to and seeing Pat perform that night, I wrote Pat a letter saying ‘hey, we should put out a CD,’ 

and I had no idea what that entailed, neither [did] Pat, neither of us really knew what the hell we 

were doing, but I just really liked the music” (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). Pat had 

been running his own label, Spare Change Records, but at the time he had only recorded his own 

demos and was giving every CD away for free (Spare Change Records, n.d.). Only a few years 

older than Pat, Pepe had no experience with music production before offering to help make an 

album. 

 Pepe and Pat’s embracing of their lack of skills and professionalism was central to how the 

new DIY Bandits label was run and the music produced. On his podcast, Pepe describes how “it 

wasn’t a business. We didn’t have contracts. I never had a contract with that kid, Pat, we wrote 

letters. We didn’t have business meetings; we had potlucks. We weren’t shaking hands over 

deals; we were hugging over friendship” (Pepe Bandit, 2026). Negus (1999) questions how 
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patterns of capitalist ownership within music corporations impact the creative work of artists and 

the options available to listeners, and DIY Bandits’ (anti-)business practices intentionally disrupt 

this pattern. Pepe and the artists and listeners he collaborated with had so little regard for the 

concept of ownership that they constantly held live shows without legal permission and squatted 

in office spaces to conduct label operations until landlords came to collect rent. Anarchist 

philosophy and deliberate acts of defiance informed much of how Pepe ran DIY Bandits in the 

early 2000s, and the label’s name was earned through “a lot of mischievous, petty law-breaking” 

(Pepe Bandit, 2026).  

 Both DIY Bandits and Plan-It-X relied on the do-it-yourself cultural practice that influenced 

many anarcho-punks to organize “against and beyond capitalism” such as ensuring shows are 

accessible to all ages with little to no entrance fees and distributing affordable physical media 

(Holtzman et al. 2005, 45). Clavin prioritized musicians with anarchist messages, while Pepe not 

only did the same but embodied anarchist practices through every aspect of label operation, 

directly and intentionally disobeying the law throughout the music production process. This 

determined who worked with Pepe, attended shows, and listened to the recordings he put out. He 

describes how while Plan-It-X was based in a college town, “pretty much everyone we [DIY 

Bandits] were working with couldn’t afford to go to college. Most of us weren’t in school at all. 

A lot of us were even high school dropouts” (Pepe Bandit, 2026). Pepe himself left high school 

to hop freight trains in the mid-90s, engaging in the anarchist practice of “dropping out” of 

society discussed extensively in the following chapter.  

 Anarchist philosophy, dropping out, and a rejection of middle-class privilege were major 

themes in the early lyrics of Pat “the Bunny” Schneeweis. Originally from Brattleboro, Vermont, 

Pat went from playing outside the anarchist convention to occupying legend status among folk 
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punk participants thanks to his vast musical contributions from 2000 to 2016. He released 

albums on DIY Bandits with three of his most renowned bands— Johnny Hobo and the Freight 

Trains, Wingnut Dishwashers Union, and Ramshackle Glory— and cross-released a few with 

other labels including Plan-It-X. I look at Pat’s role in shaping folk punk participants’ 

perspectives on anarchism in the following chapter, but his early recordings and performances 

produced by Pepe were also foundational to folk punk musical conventions. Before anyone used 

the term “folk punk,” Pat was accompanying himself with acoustic guitar, or with the members 

of Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains which included trumpet, washtub bass, drums, and 

harmonica. His characteristic vocals are raw, scratchy, and border on shouting with inflection 

similar to 3rd wave emo but all the intensity of punk, a style emulated by many subsequent folk 

punk artists. Even more than his voice, Pepe credits Pat’s popularity to his songwriting abilities, 

with lyrics informed by anarchist literature that express tortured feelings of anger and discontent 

at the organization of human society (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). This emphasis 

on lyrics to convey explicit messages is one way in which folk punk aligns more closely with 

folk music than other punk styles which may sacrifice vocal clarity for speed, power and volume. 

 During the Wingnut Dishwashers Union era of the late 2000s, Pat explained in an interview 

with Punk Globe that “radical folk musicians have never interested [him] very much creatively,” 

and that he feels more affiliated with anarchist activists like the Zapatistas in Mexico than “older 

protest singers” like Seeger and Guthrie (Vile, n.d.). Although participants today may imagine a 

direct lineage from folk music to folk punk, Pat’s emphasis on messaging and activism 

contributed to the genre developing a much stronger political identity than a sonic one. Folk 

punk has and continues to encompass a vast range of performance styles ranging from solo acts 

to ten-plus person bands, often incorporating a mix of acoustic and electric instruments. Within 
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Pat’s own discography one could hear washtub bass, cello, and theremin in one band and electric 

guitar and bass behind his acoustic guitar in another. Similarly, when Pepe started DIY Bandits 

he worked with underground rap artists as well as those who would later be called folk punk, like 

Pat. He recalls,  

“I thought, these are such different styles of music, yet the way they’re building their 

communities feels so similar. So for me, I thought, why not just work with both? There was 

definitely an intention to put on shows that brought together people from both scenes. And as 

time went on, I wanted to merge the music itself. That took years and years of trying things, 

experimenting, but eventually the sound started to blend, until you could hear folk punk and 

hip hop living on the same album” (Pepe Bandit, 2026). 

 

Pepe distinguishes between hip hop and folk punk as differently named genres, but like Pat’s 

emphasis on philosophy over sound, he explains that he always had more of an interest in 

bringing people of all walks of life together than establishing a “folk punk world” (interview 

with the author, April 22, 2025). Although DIY Bandits is referred to as a folk punk label today, 

in reality many of the label’s releases were underground hip hop albums.3 Over time, the 

diversity of the early DIY Bandits scene has been partially overshadowed in memory by the 

establishment of “folk punk” as a named genre and the success of Pat the Bunny. 

 As they worked to produce recordings together, Pepe arranged for Pat to play live shows in 

Connecticut, and he quickly became popular. Pepe believes this was largely due to the lyrics Pat 

wrote which told “a story of redemption” and expressed the “potential for us to become 

something different” that resonated with the working-class population in an area of declining 

industry. At the time these were not primarily musical gatherings but were more oriented toward 

sharing food and providing an escape from the discontent and isolation that Pepe observed in 

members of his local community. This included anyone from the homeless to neighbors and his 

 
3 See Appendix ii for a list of albums released on the DIY Bandits label. 
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kids’ school bus driver, all of whom Pepe would invite to potlucks in fields and empty factories 

(Pepe Bandit, interview with the author, April 22, 2025). Like the “Plan-It-X scene,” this 

community surrounding Pepe developed into a folk punk scene as more acoustic instrument-

wielding musicians joined and the name was gradually adopted. This is opposite Holt’s claim 

that “the process of genre formation is in turn often accompanied by the formation of new social 

collectives. A typical example is how music scenes are organized around particular musics” 

(Holt 2007, 3). Both Clavin and Pepe were part of social collectives predating folk punk that 

attracted a wide variety of participants, with Plan-It-X signing musicians based on political 

orientation rather than style and DIY Bandits involving many non-musicians like the school bus 

driver who ended up becoming central to label operations (Pepe Bandit, 2026). Despite Pepe 

receiving inspiration to start the label at an anarchist convention, plenty of the people who 

became involved were not anarchists, just people frustrated with their current living conditions. 

The DIY Bandits social collective grew drastically from Pepe’s local community to a large 

network of artists and listeners under the name of a “folk punk scene” as Pat the Bunny gained a 

translocal following, circulating records and going on tour. It wasn’t until the 2020s that Pepe 

became aware of the impact his work as a producer had on folk punk at large. 

A Scene Elder 

 Following the 2008 economic crash, Pepe turned to the illegal sale of marijuana to support 

himself and his family. He tells the story of his purportedly accidental success in this venture 

candidly, joking that “there was, like, a lot of marijuana” (interview with the author, April 22, 

2025). He was arrested in 2017 for involvement in a large-scale trafficking ring, and in 2019 

Pepe was sentenced to five years in federal prison. His experience was made all the more 

isolating by the outbreak of COVID-19, resulting in the disallowment of visitations and all 
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inmates being sent to solitary confinement as the prison attempted to control the virus (Pepe 

Bandit, 2026). It was during this time that Pepe began to reconsider his role in what he calls “the 

folk punk community,” or the genre’s adherents at large. 

 Pepe had stepped back from the DIY Bandits label while fighting his case and wasn’t 

outspoken about his incarceration at the time. To help with his legal funds, Pat the Bunny put out 

a benefit record for Pepe featuring recordings by two of his bands. Pepe wrote a letter to be 

included with each record which was copied, packaged and distributed by his family and friends 

from the label. He recalls that after receiving countless letters in reply from folk punk musicians 

and listeners who were never even affiliated with DIY Bandits, he felt a strong need to “give 

back to this community,” not considering his contributions with the label to be sufficient at the 

time (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). He later recognized that he may have 

undervalued this work, reflecting that “in all my years of organizing, whether political or social, 

I’d never truly grasped the power of those small acts of care until I was on the receiving end of 

them” (Pepe Bandit, 2026). Since completing his sentence, Pepe has taken the notion of giving 

back to heart by adopting a new role: that of the “scene elder.” 

 Now in his forties, Pepe has witnessed both himself and the folk punk “genre culture” (Negus 

1999) change over two decades of his participation in it. He describes on his podcast how he felt 

that folk punk was “falling apart” around 2017, and though his perspective was certainly shaped 

by his arrest, it is true that Plan-It-X records folded, Pat the Bunny retired, and Erik Petersen of 

Mischief Brew took his own life in the same period. However, new musicians rose in popularity 

while Pepe was incarcerated like Apes of the State, who Pepe believes “filled that void” and 

“ushered in a new era for the folk punk community, one that feels broader and more inclusive 

than it was before,” a notion I will revisit momentarily (Pepe Bandit, 2026). Apes of the State 
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self-releases their albums like many other folk punk artists today, confirming Clavin’s belief that 

DIY labels are no longer necessary with the advent of streaming. Pepe feels similarly, stating 

that “there’s some benefits to a label, but it’s not the same,” yet he believes he still has much to 

offer folk punk artists and listeners (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). On his podcast, 

he describes his current position: “I gained a lot of experience, and maybe, dare I say, even some 

wisdom. I say that lightly, but I do feel like I’ve come away with things that I now see as my 

obligation to give back to the community. That feels like my role right now. Some people have 

used the term scene elder, you can call it whatever you want, but I’m starting to accept that” 

(Pepe Bandit, 2026).  

 Pepe has been stepping into the role of scene elder in many ways: hosting a bi-monthly 

podcast, editing his journals from prison into a book, and resuming his work as a producer in a 

small capacity with the new Back on the Grind label. He has also started a coffee roasting 

company with the goal of eventually opening a small café and music venue, always looking to 

connect his interests back to the network of folk punk musicians he is a part of. Far from 

repentant, Pepe has doubled down on the “bandit” persona after serving time; even the packaging 

for Stay Free Coffee Roasters features images of raccoons and Molotov cocktails with the 

tagline, “roasted by real bandits.”4 Pepe is very outspoken about his incarceration on the roaster’s 

website and everywhere else, making it central to his image within the translocal folk punk 

scene. Although Pepe didn’t produce Pat the Bunny’s newest albums, the two remain friends, 

and Pepe often finds opportunities to raise awareness about the prison system through this 

connection. He has made appearances at Pat’s recent live performances, and within the virtual 

folk punk scene he is often regarded as a bearer of knowledge about Pat, who isn’t active online. 

 
4 See the coffee collection and more information about Pepe on the company’s website, https://stayfreecoffee.com/.  

https://stayfreecoffee.com/
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In both of these settings, Pepe shares anarchist anti-prison rhetoric and offers advice and 

resources for people facing incarceration. 

 Pepe has been given a platform to speak on this issue because of his firsthand experience 

with both folk punk music production and the prison system. Notably, he positions himself as an 

“elder” rather than a “leader,” likely intending to offset the contradictions of an authority figure 

within an anarchist scene. Yet Pepe’s scene elder role bears some connotations of leadership, and 

by accepting it he recognizes himself as holding knowledge and access that other participants do 

not possess, which he can bestow at will. In the following chapters on different folk punk scenes, 

other figures including Pat the Bunny are shown to be in a similar position of implicit leadership. 

In the case of Pepe, his desire to benefit others has outweighed any reserve against stepping up to 

organize people toward this goal. This is especially true regarding the early days of DIY Bandits 

but is evidenced in his new projects as well.  

 Today, Pepe seems to prioritize “the folk punk community” above all, a notion held by many 

participants today who consider themselves part of a dispersed yet tight-knit collective rather 

than a consumer or adherent of a genre. This reflects the community-based origins of DIY 

Bandits, where a scene was initially brought together based on shared social and economic needs 

rather than any interest in a particular style of music. What Pepe calls “the folk punk 

community” today is more music-centric, as the use of the genre name implies, but the idea that 

it is open and accepting of people from all walks of life is frequently emphasized by participants. 

Still, like the DIY punk ethos that “anyone can do it,” not everyone “does,” and the question of 

who is and isn’t represented in the folk punk community in practice is worth interrogating.  

Who Is(n’t) Folk Punk 

 Folk punk participants generally perceive the genre as having a small following and lack of 
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mass appeal. Certainly local folk punk scenes are dispersed with no one hub in the way that New 

York, D.C. and Los Angeles have served for other movements within punk. But folk punk artists 

with translocal followings like Apes of the State, Days N Daze, and The Taxpayers receive 

anywhere from 100,000 to one million monthly streams each on Spotify alone, demonstrating the 

ability of digital media to reach larger audiences than the physical CDs of Plan-It-X and DIY 

Bandits in the early 2000s. Regardless, the perceived niche and insular quality of folk punk is 

important to many participants, suggesting that while anyone is welcome to participate, only a 

self-selected few do.  

 Often, this is credited to the unique sound of folk punk music. Musician and organizer Greg 

told me that “the number of people who like the music that is folk punk is so small. I love the 

music, but everyone I knew that likes punk is like, ‘we can't do the folk punk.’ So it really is like 

a niche genre within an already niche genre” (interview with the author, April 24, 2025). He 

recognizes that most people who enjoy the sound of traditional punk music would not be inclined 

to listen to the acoustic, lyrical songs that most folk punk artists from Pat the Bunny through 

today release. Yet Greg does not view folk punk music’s limited appeal as a detriment, believing 

that those who do listen become inspired by artists’ messaging to “act locally” and eventually 

make a big impact: “like a drop in a bucket makes ripples across it, right? I think that’s folk 

punk” (interview with the author, April 24, 2025). And despite sonic differences, folk punk 

appeals to some of the same social groups as punk generally.  

 Olympia, Washington-based folk punk artist Moxie Mossheart emphasized the importance of 

queerness to “the folk punk community,” referring to this collective of genre participants in the 

same way as Pepe. Although she had listened to the Violent Femmes and the Pogues in the 

1990s, Moxie didn’t encounter the term “folk punk” until videos of live shows started showing 
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up in her social media feed in 2017. She describes how she could tell based on the nontraditional 

appearances of the people in these videos that they were “her people” and that it “seemed like a 

welcoming kind of environment” (interview with the author, May 20, 2025). As a transgender 

woman, Moxie’s perspective on the welcoming nature of folk punk scenes is reflective of queer 

visibility within the community; she recently appeared on the compilation album Disastrous 

Transgenderism alongside fifty-seven other transgender folk punk artists. In addition to 

longstanding ties between punk and queer identity (Nault 2018, Ambrosch 2016, Wiedlack 

2015), folk punk aesthetic roots in the train-hopping “dirty kid” culture described by Ferrell 

allows gender to “drift” as black clothing, grime, and unstyled hair can mask identification 

(Ferrell 2018, 130). Moxie is currently working on recording folk punk music that speaks 

explicitly to her experiences as a transgender woman, for which there is evidently a large 

audience.  

 On the other hand, some participants find a discrepancy in the notion of folk punk as open to 

all. Virtual and Portland folk punk scene member Justin, who is Mexican American, finds the 

genre’s following to be “super white. It is so white. It is noticeable. When I go to folk punk 

shows I’m like, ‘ah, there’s too many white voices in this space’ (…) there is very little 

intersectionality in folk punk other than the intersections of, like, gender and socioeconomic 

status” (interview with the author, April 26, 2025). While nonwhite artists and listeners have 

always been involved in punk and received less recognition for it (Duncombe and Tremblay 

2011, Clayton 2023), Justin is correct in that they are a glaring minority among those who 

consider themselves “folk punk” and are often lesser-known, with the exception of original Plan-

It-X artist Kimya Dawson. Genre labeling contributes to this as well; Justin likes the Michigan-

based band Pancho Villa’s Skull, but they classify their blend of Mexican folk music with punk 
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as “mariachi punk” despite performing alongside folk punk artists at recent live shows. This is 

not a conventional genre but an invention by the band, implying an aversion to the “folk” prefix 

potentially due to its white, English-language associations— Pancho Villa’s Skull sings in 

Spanish. Yet despite perceiving folk punk as overwhelmingly white, Justin describes 

experiencing the sense that “everyone is welcome”  when he attends shows in Portland, 

suggesting that the issue is not a lack of acceptance for those who do show up but a lack of 

intentional effort to bring more nonwhite people into folk punk spaces (interview with the 

author, April 26, 2025).  

 This is perhaps the flaw in the “is this folk punk?” meme as a representation of the genre 

culture as open and accepting. Moxie describes more serious uses of the question as people 

“wanting to have a feeling of ownership in something like, ‘I like folk punk. I’m folk punk. This 

thing I like, is it folk punk too? Maybe it can be” (interview with the author, May 20, 2025). 

True, anything asked about is likely to receive affirmation, but social media users tend to post “is 

this folk punk?” about something they already associate with genre stereotypes, like PigPen for 

his dirtiness or a song featuring traditional American folk instruments. Playing into the humorous 

element also weakens genuine inquiries about whether adjacent styles of music, like mariachi 

punk, should be included in discussions about folk punk. Encarnacao writes that the 

contradiction of being “theoretically all-inclusive and democratic, yet sometimes resulting in 

cultural products with avant-guard tendencies that are exclusivist, requiring specific cultural 

capital to decode” is at the heart of both folk and punk precepts of inclusion (Encarnacao 2013, 

37). Similarly, Thomas Turino describes how while “social inclusiveness” is basic to the 

participatory ethics of old-time music and the liberal attitudes of most scene members, the vast 

majority of regular participants are white and middle-class (Turino 2008, 171-2). This same 
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phenomenon occurs in the translocal folk punk scene, as members including Pepe celebrate the 

existence of one large, open folk punk community. The fact that this is not always reflected in 

the reality of who participates in folk punk scenes is by no means a result of malicious efforts to 

exclude racial and ethnic minorities, but whether outsiders actually find the music and 

communities accessible may not be as simple as insiders imagine it to be. 

Coda: Folk Punk in the Streaming Era 

 Holt writes that many genres go through two basic processes: first, they are founded and 

codified in “center collectives,” then they are changed through further negotiations throughout 

their history (Holt 2007, 20). If the scenes surrounding Plan-It-X and DIY Bandits were the 

center collectives of folk punk, many of the “further negotiations” since the early 2000s have 

taken place online. The importance of the Internet to connecting dispersed folk punk scenes is 

nothing new, as Clavin had been running forums on the Plan-It-X website before the first festival 

in 2004. But after Plan-It-X folded and Pepe was imprisoned, there were no longer discernable 

physical folk punk hubs. Philadelphia is home to a sizable scene today due to the popularity of 

Apes of the State, and other U.S. cities such as Denver and Seattle boast more folk punk artists 

than others, but none serve as a center collective. As Greg puts it, folk punk is “everywhere and 

nowhere” today (interview with the author, April 24, 2025).  

 Rather than finding a local label interested in producing folk punk music, emerging artists in 

these dispersed scenes often release and promote their own music online, as Clavin and Pepe 

witnessed. Music industry scholars Holly Tessler and Matthew Flynn observe that with the 

emergence of D2F (direct-to-fan) platforms at the end of the 1990s, “digital democratization of 

physical distribution shifted notions of independence away from the increasingly mainstream 

indie label operation, down to the level of the individual artist and musician” (Tessler and Flynn 
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2020, 58). Bandcamp.com, founded in 2008, is a favorite D2F platform among punk artists 

broadly, where listeners can choose to pay a suggested amount for an MP3 download or stream 

in the browser for free. Bandcamp is often promoted as an alternative to Spotify because the 

former ensures a majority of profits go directly to the artist, but many established folk punk 

artists upload their music to both. Greg and Moxie Mossheart use Distrokid, a digital music 

distribution service owned by Spotify that allows artists to upload their music to all major 

streaming platforms at once. Then, because so many folk punk participants already rely on the 

Internet to connect with other musicians and listeners, artists can post a link on Facebook, 

Instagram, or Reddit directly to those most likely to listen. As recordings circulate more and 

more online, so do conversations around these recordings, leading to translocal negotiations by 

participants over what the genre culture of folk punk is and should be.  
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Chapter 3: Friends in Real Life and on the Internet 
 

“Used to love to be a smoker, and I could slam that booze 

but sometimes the things you love... well, they just don't love you. 

Used to think we'd set the world on fire, find freedom in the glow 

now I'm ready for a quiet life, but the world's looking pretty flammable.” 

Friends in Real Life, “Retirement Plans” (2025) 

 

 Two days after Pat “the Bunny” Schneeweis resurfaced from his decade-long retirement with 

the release of the album Friends in Real Life (2025), user Mission_Leg_6971 posted to Reddit, 

“anybody else get a strange melancholic feeling with this project?” They explain that while they 

are happy Pat is doing well and making music again, they “yearn for angry Pat” because at age 

twenty-four, they “have a lot more bitching to do” (Mission_Leg_6971, February 23, 2025). In 

response, user PaleIvy quotes lyrics from the track “Retirement Plans” and shares their 

interpretation of Friends in Real Life: “I think there is a lot of aging punk angst in this album. 

We get older and realize our teen angst didn’t get us where we wanted. So then we are like ‘fuck 

nothing we did changed the world’ but realize the most radical and powerful thing is living our 

best lives possible with our friends… even though that doesn’t sound bad ass” (PaleIvy, 

February 23, 2025). 

 Many exchanges like this take place on r/FolkPunk, a public forum or “subreddit” dedicated 

to discussion between folk punk musicians and listeners on the website Reddit.com. With over a 

thousand contributions made each week in the form of text posts, videos, images and comments, 

r/FolkPunk serves as a gathering place for what Peterson and Bennett define as a virtual scene, 

one whose members are separated geographically but come together via the Internet (Peterson 

and Bennett 2004). Virtual scene participation can easily overlap with local and translocal 

participation for those who both frequent shows and engage with the subreddit, but alone it is the 
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most accessible of the three. Upon “aging” and reaching adulthood, participants may find it 

easier to communicate online from home than engage in the same practices as when they were 

younger, from attending shows to more extreme lifestyle choices.  

 When the folk punk genre emerged, many artists themed their music around the practice of 

“dropping out,” which political theorist Laurence Davis describes as “a Beat lifestyle of 

voluntary poverty, sexual freedom, heightened consciousness, personal expression and 

communication with nature” popularized by anarchists in the 1960s (Davis 2010, 65). Folk 

punks who dropped out in the 21st century embraced voluntary poverty along with transience by 

means of freight-hopping, illicitly boarding and riding freight train cars across the US, to gain 

autonomy from capitalism and the state. Although far from every person who identifies as a folk 

punk has dropped out, the frequency at which musical recordings that speak to an openness to 

seeking financial and domestic stability (essentially “dropping back in”) such as Pat’s newest 

album circulate on r/FolkPunk indicates that many virtual scene members are grappling with 

changing perspectives on anarchist resistance. While the process of accommodating punk 

ideology to the expectations of adult life is not a uniquely folk punk phenomenon, the extremity 

of dropping out as a lifestyle choice poses a significant challenge to reconciling folk punk 

identity with owning a home and working full time. 

 In this chapter, I highlight instances of what Bennett and Rogers call “articulations of cultural 

memory” on r/FolkPunk, which “serve to link the past and present together against a backdrop of 

socio-economic and cultural circumstances” and ultimately contribute to the sustainability of 

music scenes (Bennett and Rogers 2016, 59). Jan Assmann describes cultural memory as a form 

of collective memory that is “exteriorized, objectified, and stored away in symbolic forms that, 

unlike the sounds of words or the sight of gestures, are stable and situation-transcendent: they 



 

 

43 

 

may be transferred from one situation to another and transmitted from one generation to 

another.” Because social groups, such as music scenes, do not “have” a memory, they 

intentionally make mnemonic institutions such as monuments, museums and archives (Assmann 

2008, 110-11). r/FolkPunk can be viewed as an archive where collective memory is articulated, 

stored, and transmitted in the form of text. 

 I center the experiences of self-identified “aging” or oldest scene members who have 

identified with the genre since it emerged and are now in their thirties and forties. As this first 

generation of people to call themselves “folk punks” are finding themselves with the priorities 

and responsibilities of traditional adulthood, their negotiations on r/FolkPunk of what it means to 

be folk punk not only articulate but potentially re-create cultural memory. To this point, the 

many young adults and teenagers who also visit r/FolkPunk play an equally important role in 

receiving memories through digitally mediated discussion as they join the scene and internalize 

notions of what qualifies a good life as a folk punk, anarchist, or adult. I argue that aging folk 

punk participants’ articulations of cultural memory on r/FolkPunk actively reshape what it means 

to be folk punk in the present not only for themselves, but for younger scene members as well. 

Specifically, their representations of past folk punk participation as inherently destructive and 

life-threatening are critical to an ongoing shift in scene members’ understandings of anarchist 

resistance toward prioritizing survival and well-being within and despite the social order as more 

valuable than suffering outside and because of it.  

 My virtual ethnography of r/FolkPunk is based in participant observation as well as 

interviews with scene members conducted over Zoom. I emphasize the increasing importance of 

digital communication in my interlocutors’ daily lives, something that scholarship on music 

scenes tends to overlook. Bennett and Rogers observe that scene participation has been 
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transitioning from purely physical into virtual space, especially for older participants (Bennett 

and Rogers 2016, 141). I extend this argument to suggest that virtual scene activity is not limited 

to a purely virtual space and has real social and political implications for its members in physical 

spaces as well. 

 I begin with an overview of r/FolkPunk, briefly explaining how the site functions before 

approaching the concept of a “virtual scene” and how users perceive themselves and others as 

members. Next, I analyze digitally mediated discussions of Pat the Bunny’s latest project, 

Friends in Real Life, and how scene members interpret Pat’s departure from recognizably folk 

punk sounds and themes as a tribute to physical and mental wellness being the best possible 

outcome for anarchist folk punks. I then suggest an explanation for this response to Friends in 

Real Life by looking at how aging virtual scene members use articulations of cultural memory to 

represent the past as a period in which identifying as folk punk inherently involved engaging in 

life-threatening behaviors, specifically freight-hopping and drug abuse. Finally, I show how two 

aging scene members in organizer roles, Pepe and Greg, use these representations of the past to 

construct a more sustainable way of being folk punk in the present, and how young scene 

members demonstrate their adoption of this understanding on r/FolkPunk.  

r/FolkPunk 

 Created in 2011, the folk punk subreddit greets users with an icon of a possum in a vest, 

holding a banjo, next to a heart-shaped anarchist circle-A. The description reads, “A community 

of punk folks, creating and enjoying folk punk music, and actively standing with Black Lives 

Matter.” While “community” is a Reddit.com term for forums, posters on r/FolkPunk frequently 

use it interchangeably with “scene” when referring to their collective membership, the 

boundaries of which are intentionally loosely defined. Posts are moderated by a team based on a 
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single rule against spamming the same content repeatedly, but otherwise there are no limits to 

who can post, view and reply, and topics are not necessarily restricted to folk punk music. Still, 

the r/FolkPunk home feed is flooded with upcoming folk punk show promotions, videos taken at 

recent shows, and people recording themselves performing folk punk covers or original songs at 

home. This type of content receives relatively little interaction compared to text posts that 

challenge, poke fun at, or ask questions about “folk punk” broadly, which often generate 

hundreds of comments. These are displayed in threads, arranged in a tree format with traceable 

branches that can be read as a coherent conversation between users responding directly to one 

another rather than a chronological display like Instagram or Facebook comments. On average, 

about 1,000 posts and comments are made on r/FolkPunk each week. 

 The participation of musicians and other DIY cultural producers in these conversations marks 

a significant difference between this and existing studies on virtual music scenes, which focus on 

fan pages whose memberships are made up of consumers of a particular style of popular music 

(Lee and Peterson 2004, Peterson and Bennett 2004, Kibby 2000). While these date back to a 

very different Internet landscape than today’s, communications scholar Holly Kruse’s 2010 

analysis of indie music “virtual spaces” is most similar to the virtual folk punk scene. She asserts 

that while long-distance contact between participants is nothing new, it is more easily facilitated 

through the Internet, including the artist-audience relationships that members of indie and DIY 

scenes so highly regard (Kruse 2010). r/FolkPunk is not a fan page, but a site where artists and 

listeners interact as equals. There are no “official” accounts or verification system distinguishing 

one user from another, even the most popular artists like Apes of the State frontwoman April 

Hartman who frequently engages with posts both related and unrelated to her band.  

 This is something that virtual scene member Justin identified as contributing to the sense of 
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community he feels on r/FolkPunk. Along with the mere fact of artist engagement, he described 

the niche quality of folk punk as a genre as something that protects both the virtual space itself 

and the relationships between its members: 

“[the subreddit is] not the sort of thing that's going to be elevated to the front page of Reddit, 

and you know, is going to get brigaded by a bunch of people or whatever, at least so far. And 

I think that that is representative of folk punk music as a genre that also hasn't been captured 

yet by capital. I don't foresee that happening any time in the near future, due to the themes 

and content. But compare that to country music, for example, that had similar working class 

roots, but, you know, is now stadium rock with a twang about beers, you know, so folk punk 

is also one of the few spaces on Reddit that [there is] not a whole lot of infighting (…) it does 

feel like a generally positive community, and it's small” (interview with the author, April 26, 

2025). 

 

Justin generalizes country music and stadium rock here in order to make the point expressed by 

many on r/FolkPunk that unlike other genres, folk punk is niche enough to be inherently resistant 

to popular interest and co-option by the mainstream music industry. Along with this comes an 

assumption that although the Reddit forum is public, all or most users are ideologically aligned 

as members of one “community” or scene. Infighting certainly occurs, but Justin writes this off 

as inherent to all leftist spaces, particularly the constant need of today’s leftists to test the 

ideological purity of others (interview with the author, April 26, 2025). Connell and Gibson 

describe how for “particular niche genres barely large enough to sustain a local scene,” online 

information flows generate a sense of “imagined community” disconnected from a single place 

(Connell and Gibson 2003, 107). Local folk punk scenes are many, but they are small. The 

virtual scene is crucial to this sense of folk punk community that extends beyond the limited 

face-to-face relationships within a local scene, even while some of the layers of interaction are 

removed. Another member, Matt, described r/FolkPunk as “a place where I just assume 

everybody in there, for the most part, has a positive intent.” He imagines “some random person 

of no specific gender, stature [or] race” with “a piercing, maybe some funky hair” to be on the 
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other end of his online interactions despite acknowledging that he himself does not present as 

folk punk in his everyday appearance (interview with the author, April 26, 2025). I will revisit 

the issue of anonymity and infighting further on, but it is the idea of r/FolkPunk as a site for a 

community of like individuals that I wish to highlight here. 

 While folk punk is relatively niche, it is not this fact but rather members’ perception of the 

virtual scene as insular that informs the context in which they share articulations of cultural 

memory. This distinguishes r/FolkPunk from the many other subreddits in which users drop in to 

ask for advice or scroll the home feed for personal rather than collective incentives, such as 

r/worldnews or r/cooking. Subreddits dedicated specifically to anarchism, while similar in terms 

of user numbers, serve a different purpose. The most popular, r/Anarchy101, is explicitly 

intended for individuals to ask questions and receive “well-informed anarchist answers” about 

theory, practice, and history of the movement, according to the description. The more general 

r/Anarchism is also frequently used as a Q&A forum, as well as for sharing updates on local 

anarchist efforts around the world. Reddit.com is designed for users to easily navigate between 

the “communities” or subreddits they’re interested in, so many if not all virtual folk punk scene 

members are also active in other spaces like these. Yet users do not refer to these other 

subreddits as “scenes” or themselves as “members” in the same way as those who post actively 

on r/FolkPunk. The virtual folk punk scene is intended primarily as a gathering space for folk 

punks, not as an informational resource for curious outsiders. Because of this, scene members’ 

communication with each other about anything from past experiences to recent musical releases 

on this public web forum constructs specific socio-political narratives about folk punk intended 

for people who already identify as such.  
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Friends in Real Life 

New Releases 

 After his first releases with DIY Bandits, Pat “the Bunny” Schneeweis grew increasingly 

popular among folk punk listeners across the U.S. In addition to his powerful lyrics, Pepe Bandit 

attributes some of this to the mythical status Pat earned in his periods of absence between 

projects, unintentionally garnering a reputation for putting out great music and then disappearing 

from the scene (interview with the author, April 22, 2025). Pat was in rehab during these 

disappearances, and while he never hid that fact, the months of silence built up translocal 

anticipation for what he would do when he next returned. In February of 2016, at the age of 29, 

Pat announced he would be retiring from music through a Facebook post in which he confessed 

that he is “not really an anarchist or a punk anymore,” and instead has “grown into a basically 

ordinary person.” The post is signed, “Pat (no bunny, at last)” indicating that this time, he would 

not be returning with new music (Pat The Bunny, February 3, 2016). 

 Despite his personal resignation, Pat’s music has never waned in popularity and continues to 

be streamed, covered live and on social media, and discussed on r/FolkPunk. Bennett and Rogers 

describe how “the production of cultural memory emerges from a complex interplay between 

individuals and the everyday consumption of objects, images and texts that serve to present ideas 

about the past and its bearing on the present” (Bennett and Rogers 2016, 2). On r/FolkPunk, 

individuals consume everything from the most recent text posts by active members to the earliest 

recordings of folk punk music by artists who no may longer identify with the genre. Pat the 

Bunny is very much still represented in cultural memory as the epitome of anarchist folk punk 

musicianship and an incredibly important, though long-absent, figure. It is unsurprising, then, 

that after nine years of silence the 2025 return of Pat with his new project Friends in Real Life 
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(FIRL) dominated r/FolkPunk discussions for months after the album’s release in February. Also 

titled Friends in Real Life, the album’s bandcamp.com description reads, “janky pop/folk music” 

and features synth and electronic beats under Pat’s iconic vocals and acoustic guitar. While folk 

punk has never been exclusive of electric instruments, they are usually limited to guitar and bass; 

the addition of synth and beats across the entire album pushes FIRL into this new, invented 

genre. 

 Many virtual scene members were likely familiar with Pat’s ideological shift based on his 

Facebook post or its frequent mention on threads about him over the years and therefore 

expected new lyrical themes. However, the stylistic departure from folk punk has given rise to 

lengthy discussions on r/FolkPunk about the differences between FIRL and Pat’s former projects 

in direct relation to aging members’ own development as folk punks, anarchists and people. This 

is additionally complicated by FIRL’s release of an acoustic version of the album in August of 

2025. Titled Acoustic, the cover features an illustration of a rabbit running past an acoustic guitar 

in the Arizona desert, where Pat lives (fig. 2). On that day, user evil_b_atman started a thread 

titled “Pat the bunny is back,” pointing to the animal as evidence that he hasn’t officially 

dropped the persona (evil_b_atman, August 14, 2025). The album consists only of Pat’s vocals 

and acoustic guitar, sounding strikingly similar to his solo folk punk work a decade earlier. By 

rerecording the first FIRL album in this style, accompanied by the rabbit illustration, Acoustic 

suggests that Pat’s new project is not meant as a clean break from his past. But not all 

commenters read as far into it as evil_b_atman, and one argues that the rabbit is more of a “nod 

to nostalgia and where he came from” than any other hidden meaning. Regardless of Pat’s 

intention, scene members’ own nostalgia inevitably informs their interpretation of the original 

album and is only enforced by the sound and visuals on the acoustic release. 
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Figure 2. Friends in Real Life, Acoustic (2025) 

 

 Pat is not active on social media and therefore not part of these conversations about the 

meaning behind the albums, but it is worth noting how his limited public statements suggest that 

scene members’ associations between Pat’s trajectory and their own are not simply projections. 

In a mainstream news article about his new album, rare even for the most popular of folk punk 

artists, Pat told The New Yorker that he’s “pleasantly surprised to discover that fans seem to 

support his ongoing evolution, perhaps because a number of them have evolved in similar ways” 

(Sanneh 2025). But he is also clear in this piece and elsewhere about his desire not to be viewed 

as a leader, so I focus here on how scene members’ responses to FIRL support a shift from 

understanding effective anarchist resistance as suffering outside of society to surviving within it. 

  Much of Pat’s early lyrics were based in storytelling about contending with past regrets, 

mistakes and miseries, with what Pepe calls an “angry, pro-drug attitude” as Pat slid into periods 

of addiction. In contrast to self-deprecating confessions like “and I’ll drink myself to death / or at 
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least I’ll drink myself to sleep” (“Whiskey is my Kind of Lullaby,” 2005), the lyrics on Friends 

in Real Life are decidedly forward-looking. While Pat acknowledges his troubled past repeatedly 

throughout the album, it is always accompanied by some form of encouragement to move on, 

and most importantly, continue living. 

“You only live once… 

Well, I don't know about that, but I'll only get one shot at this one.  

Whatever I've done, I can't take it back, so I'll try and keep it up front.” 

(“Failed Careers,” 2025) 

 

“There is no good plan or life hack:  

Grow old if you can, half my friends weren't given the chance.  

And that's the way it is for most, it seems.” 

(“Surf Rock Anthem,” 2025) 

 

For some, the parallels between Pat’s musical career and their own lives are straightforward. On 

a thread about the acoustic album, user JuggaloClud comments that when he listened to Pat the 

Bunny as a teenager he “felt and lived every word,” believing his life meaningless and expecting 

to be “martyred fighting cops or something.” But now, listening to FIRL at age thirty-four he 

feels the opposite: “I’ve worked at Walmart for 15 years, and still hate capitalism (…) and the 

government. But I’m content with the life I live. I have a beautiful wife, and will be buying a 

home in the near future. Life is what you make it, and this is the album I didn’t know I needed” 

(JuggaloClud, August 15, 2025). FIRL’s thematic emphasis on adjusting to adulthood and 

sobriety speaks directly to scene members going through the same. Like Pat himself, 

JuggaloClud reflects on the assumption he held in his youth that his frustrations would lead to an 

early death and expresses satisfaction in having lived long enough to find meaning in his life 

despite of these feelings. 

Mixed Reception 

 Not everyone has reacted positively. Two days after the acoustic album release, a user started 
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a thread called “Why Don’t People Like Friends in Real Life?” asking whether the “slander” 

they’ve seen from other users is because of the message or the sound (FuckinStevenGlanbury, 

August 17, 2025). Many repliers simply state their dislike for the musical style of the initial 

release and how different it is from Pat’s earlier music, and even those who defend the album 

admit that it took some time for them to come around on it. Another user agrees that they didn’t 

like the “production” on FIRL and it was not until they heard the acoustic version that they felt 

like Pat was back. Scene members who don’t enjoy the sound of the original album enough to 

give it more than a cursory listen are less likely to be receptive to the lyrical messaging, unless 

they give the acoustic version a chance afterward. This contributes to disagreement within the 

scene over whether the lifestyle change Pat reflects on throughout Friends in Real Life is a case 

of surrender or triumph.  

 For example, one user commented that as someone in their late thirties, they interpret FIRL 

as “a message of complacency working a 9-5, finding god and settling down” and given the 

current state of the world, “optimism just feels hollow and nauseating” to them 

(MILK_DUD_NIPPLES, August 18, 2025). Mike Wilson, bassist for the longstanding folk punk 

band Harley Poe, replies that while this is a valid point, they should be questioning which path to 

change the state of the world will yield the best results. In a longer comment, he explains that the 

way Pat was living before could easily have led to his sharing the fate of other folk punk figures: 

death or imprisonment. 

“when our minds are a chaotic stew of hate for the government, drug addiction, general 

anger… ect ect [sic]. What’s really going on is we have active trauma representing itself in 

all sorts of forms. (…) If you’re going to be okay enough to [help] anyone else at all, you sort 

of first have to be okay yourself. (…) Think about all the hurt, anger, desperation that was in 

Pat’s earlier music. He’s not dead. He’s not strung out. He’s not in jail. He’s OKAY… that’s 

a huge victory in a world that WANTS you to be beaten down, chewed up and defenseless. 

Once you can establish the baseline level of simply being okay, then you have the mental 

clarity and foresight to possibly be of service to others” (mikwilsonmusic, August 18, 2025)..  
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The issue, as another user points out, is that critics view the album as failing to convey this need 

to change the state of the world at all, leading them to interpret its message as one of acceptance 

instead. Part of this may have to do with some scene members’ unwillingness to listen to the 

album as folk punk music because of the stylistic differences, or even as Pat’s music like the 

multiple users who didn’t consider him to be “back” until hearing the acoustic album.  

 Most negative reactions to FIRL seem to stem from a dissonance between this latest project 

and how Pat is represented in cultural memory. User klepto_crow put it best: “I think a lot of 

people who start listening to folk punk now, or recently learn how original Pat was in the 

foundation. ‘Oh he literally just yelled into a mic? I can do it too’ so when they found out [about] 

his resurface and it wasn’t what they deep dived into and asked questions about previously when 

getting into punk/folkpunk- they now are like… noooo this can’t be” (klepto_crow, August 18, 

2025). People who became interested in folk punk after Pat’s retirement in 2016 and turned to 

r/FolkPunk as an accessible source of information about the genre have been exposed to virtual 

scene members’ representations of Pat rather than any engagement with Pat himself. His status 

as original and foundational to folk punk including his characteristic vocal style is constantly 

being reinforced through the circulation of early Pat the Bunny recordings on r/FolkPunk, 

especially when potential new members request listening recommendations. As klepto_crow 

points out, FIRL does not match up with the tormented, acridly anarchist sounds and themes of 

his work with Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains or Wingnut Dishwashers Union that the 

younger generation might be looking to relate to. 

 This is where aging folk punks’ recreation of cultural memory has the potential to shift not 

only their own approaches to anarchist resistance, but what it means for anyone who identifies as 

folk punk to practice an anarchist way of existing. Virtual scene members who have been 
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listening to Pat’s music since 2000 and are now in a similar position to him as adults with settled 

lives can bridge the gap between the heroized figure of Pat the Bunny and everyday folk punk 

participation. While a small number of virtual scene members continue to defend the practice of 

dropping out, representing themselves on the forum whenever they can access Wi-Fi, they are in 

the minority. More post about the feeling that they and Pat have “grown up together” referring 

both to their literal aging and how they’ve related to his music at every stage of their lives. 

 Regardless of whether they participated in the lifestyle that Pat’s earlier music represents to folk 

punks— dropping out, hopping trains and taking drugs to contend with the injustices of the 

world— scene members who “grew up” with Pat can more easily sympathize with FIRL’s 

message of personal healing and promote it to other, younger members through public discussion 

online, reconstruing survival as anarchist resistance.  

Risk, Harm, and Death 

 In response to a post about finding a Pat the Bunny shirt at a thrift store, user hotdish81 

commented, “One of two things happened to the original owner of this shirt, OD or became a 

cop” (hotdish81, July 25, 2025). A week later, a different user posted about finding a folk punk 

record at a yard sale. One commenter stated that there are no positive reasons for the record to be 

found there, and hotdish81 again replied that the owner must have “died, or they became a cop” 

(hotdish81, July 31, 2025). In both cases, a high number of “upvotes” (Reddit.com’s equivalent 

to “likes”) demonstrate that hotdish81 is not alone in their opinion that aside from totally 

abandoning anarchist values, the most likely reason for someone to give up a piece of folk punk 

merchandise is their death. 

 Citing Huyssen (2000), Bennett and Rogers explain that individuals can collectively use 

memory to produce “a particular representation of the past” through its continual reproduction— 
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and, I add, transformation— in the present (Bennett and Rogers 2016, 38). On r/FolkPunk, aging 

scene members use memories of dropping out to represent the past as a period in which 

identifying as a folk punk inherently involved engaging in life-threatening behaviors. Two 

practices in particular are frequently portrayed as intrinsic to early folk punk scene participation: 

freight-hopping and drug abuse.  

 For example, Reddit user Lillavedy posted about how there are “specific kinds of folk punk” 

these days and joked that “back in my day we had two options: pirate shanty folk punk and train 

riding folk punk” (Lillavedy, April 1, 2025). The representation of early folk punk as having to 

do with trains (at least half of the time) occurs repeatedly on r/FolkPunk. Another user replies 

asking if “crack/heroin smoking folk punk” is part of the train riding, illustrating the deep 

association between the two practices. While several comments name artists that they associate 

with the “train riding” category, it’s not clear whether Lillavedy or anyone else is referring to 

kinds of songs or kinds of people.  

 A distinction must made here between folk punk and crust punk, a related subculture whose 

members also practiced dropping out in the 1990s and early 2000s. Somewhat confusingly, 

members of the virtual folk punk scene will often refer to people who drop out as “crusties” or 

“crustys,” defined by user austinfashow90 as “a subset of punks that are known for their hard 

core, homeless transient lifestyle (…) Hopping freight used to be the defining factor that set 

crustys apart from other punks, but most of the real ones are dead now. Cause of the lifestyle” 

(austinfashow90, August 4, 2025). Folk punks and crust punks hitchhiking the US at the same 

time would have crossed paths and shared shelters, resources, train cars and the dangers that 

come with them, resulting in a shared term for the lifestyle and people who adopt it. However, 

folk punk and crust punk music are sonically very different, the latter being a much heavier 
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fusion of British anarcho-punk and extreme metal (Pearson 2020). While cultural practices may 

overlap, the choice to represent oneself as a member of one music scene over another is what 

matters, especially when members identify so closely with the music that “folk punk,” like 

“punk,” is used indiscriminately to refer to sounds and people. Additionally, to be “crusty” 

carries very different connotations in regard to respectability as it does to be one of “the folk,” a 

designation explored further in the following chapter. 

 Many users who identify themselves as “a folk punk” share anecdotal warnings online about 

the inherent danger of past scene participation through caricatures that represent people who 

dropped out. Repeatedly circulated memes like one of a man in a folk punk band t-shirt 

surrounded by phrases like “How many miles you got?” “I’ll help you tie off” and “You ever 

ride suicide?” (fig. 3) are intended to self-consciously poke fun at scene members while at the 

same time reinforcing the commonality of life-threatening behaviors in collective memory 

(OpioidSlumber, August 4, 2025). As repliers to the meme explain, “riding suicide” refers to 

hitchhiking on a type of freight car with large holes in the floor, requiring the rider to stay awake 

for long hours as the train moves or risk falling to their death on the tracks. Yet warnings against 

freight-hopping are also an opportunity for aging scene members to demonstrate their own 

experience with a sense of authority, such as user malignantcove’s comment that “the only ‘safe’ 

way to ride trains is to go with someone who knows what they are doing (…) The more people 

on social media that romanticize hopping trains is the reason it’s getting harder to ride and more 

kids getting maimed/dead,” referencing a YouTube content creator. (malignantcove, July 4, 

2025). Although they actively discourage youth from the romanticized vision they may have of 

freight-hopping, malignantcove frames themself as one of the people who “knows what they are 

doing.” 
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Figure 3. Meme About Dropping Out 

 

 The source of pride in having knowledge and experience in freight-hopping can be explained 

by sociologist Jeff Ferrell’s analysis of “drifters,” a designation that easily extends to hitchhiking 

folk punks. According to him, their detachment from social arrangements can be read “as radical 

self-determination, with drifters less victims of the social order than escapees from it. Here 

drifting becomes an ongoing exercise in autonomy; torn loose from the everyday structures and 

strictures of a sedentary existence, drifters take charge of their lives in ways that no settled 

homeowner or successful community stalwart can understand—or endure” (Ferrell 2018, 14). 

Freight-hopping therefore is construed as a form of anarchist resistance through refusal to 

participate in the housing, travel or job economy, a choice that supposedly justifies the risk of 
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death because of the threat it poses to the social order. Regardless of whether most people who 

identified as folk punk circa 2000 actually hopped trains— a fact which I seek neither to prove 

nor disprove— the practice, its danger, and its valor are all embedded in cultural memory 

through text threads as well as music from this era. Popular 2000s folk punk bands like Rail Yard 

Ghosts or Pat the Bunny’s Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains were unmistakably associated 

with freight-hopping, and their recordings continue to circulate on r/FolkPunk long after they 

have gone inactive. 

 While warnings against freight-hopping are typically made in a general sense, substance 

abuse is more often discussed through aging scene members recalling specific memories of harm 

done to themselves or others as a result of it. User austinfashow90, who defined “crusties,” 

followed up with a comment about their own experience: “I started riding in 2009 and have 

pretty much gone all in. Drugs and all the rest. Then, back between last Thanksgiving and 

Christmas, I OD’d like… too many times to count. Couldn’t keep living off narcan. Took myself 

to a hospital to detox in MA where I was at and after 6 days I caught a train outta Boston to 

Chicago and put myself in rehab. Drug free since” (austinfashow90, August 4, 2025). Not only 

do they share intimate memories of harm due to drug use, they identify doing so as part of 

“going all in” on train riding, which is in turn tied to folk punk identity. Like freight-hopping, 

alcohol and drug use can contribute to a sense of disorientation and being adrift from the social 

order (Ferrell 2018, 139). This theme can also be found in some of the same early folk punk 

music by artists who wrote about trains, such as Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains’ “Whiskey 

is my Kind of Lullaby” and “Acid Song.” But unlike freight-hopping, the addiction pose a 

constant risk to the self and others with long-term effects even if the user survives, not to 

mention the intensified risk of freight-hopping while impaired. A user on the thread about the 
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caricatured folk punk commented that at age forty, all of their friends who look like that man are 

dead. Others share memories of “this guy” stealing from and damaging their living space when 

crashing there because his actions were ruled by addiction. However, austinfashow90 believes 

these warnings to be effective, commenting that the scene today is “wayyyyy too non-violent to 

even think about socializing with the type of folks that were out there in decades past” 

(austinfashow90, August 4, 2025). Another user agrees: “times have changed to say the least.” 

Maturity, Health, and Well-Being 

 Memories of harm and loss shared on r/FolkPunk not only shape the present through literal 

warnings against freight-hopping and drug use, but also through changing how scene members 

think about what it means to be folk punk and the everyday ways of being anarchist that best 

align with this. In this vein, Pepe Bandit describes folk punk as having become more mature: “I 

wouldn't even think ‘less radical,’ honestly what I'm thinking is it became more mature. And I 

don't think that takes away from it being radical in any way. I think having a more mature 

approach to a radical way of existing, you know, we've learned from our mistakes, we've learned 

from the things that didn't work, and we learned what can last, what's more sustainable” 

(interview with the author, April 22, 2025). Maturity is a fitting frame here because of the image 

it invokes of development from and continuity with the past. Notably, Pepe is not discussing his 

own maturity as an individual scene member but the maturity of folk punk as a whole, based in a 

collective understanding (“we’ve learned”) of particular cultural circumstances in the past (“our 

mistakes”). If the narrative of harm and loss explored above is any indication, freight-hopping 

and drug abuse are past mistakes, but mistakes that have been construed as anarchist resistance 

for over a decade. Changing folk punk into something more sustainable requires not only 

devaluing these practices but replacing them with new ways of existing that, as Pepe claims, are 
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no less radical.  

 Although based in collective understanding, the notion of folk punk as mature is in many 

ways tied up with adult scene members’ own aging processes as their personal responsibilities 

and situations in life change, creating the conditions in which they publicly reflect on their past 

folk punk participation. In one such thread, user spicy_feather writes that today, “I’ve become 

the yuppie I swore to abscond! I’m on local committees and am an active member of my 

community. I work as a corporate shill. I often wish the riffraff I used to be would calm down” 

(spicy_feather, August 4, 2025). Among several replies of agreement, one user adds that the 

“folks who settled down are still the coolest people on the planet,” but the only alternatives are 

death or prison. While this comment recalls similarly limited outcomes for scene members as the 

“died or became a cop” narrative, it suggests an additional option of “settling down” as not only 

possible but even an admirable choice. But is it radical? 

 Maturing and settling down are both related to “adulthood,” which, as previously defined, is 

a concept which emerges through reflections on societal expectations based on social markers 

such as having a full-time job, marriage, children and a mortgage (Way 2020, 109). While aging 

members of the virtual folk punk scene may possess one or more of these markers, the “more 

mature approach to a radical way of existing” suggested by Pepe involves fitting them into a 

lifestyle that continues to challenge rather than conform to societal expectations. For many, this 

means challenging the very narrative of risk, harm, and death associated with folk punk and the 

expectation that anarchist resistance will inevitably fail, by protecting the health of oneself and 

others in order to quite literally keep folk punk alive. 

 One virtual scene member who embodies this is Greg, a poet, musician and DIY organizer 

from California. “I just turned forty, which I highly recommend. Just like, continue to live, 
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survive,” he told me. Greg was calling from his mother’s house in New Jersey, where he’s been 

living since becoming disabled a few months prior. As a nurse, he’s spent his life pouring time 

and energy into the wellbeing of himself and others, but today more than ever he sees music, 

activism, and health as intersecting. In his view, “I think we've all collectively learned the 

lessons that we need to learn to take the actions, to move forward, to like, literally, save our 

planet, save our country, save our communities. But it all starts in here. It starts with ourselves, 

of like, freeing and liberating ourselves (…) which is hard. It's all hard, but it's worth doing” 

(interview with the author, April 24, 2025). While his call to free and liberate the self seems to 

echo the allure of escaping the social order by hopping a train and dropping out, Greg views 

liberation quite differently. Having quit nicotine eight years ago and alcohol at age twenty, he 

considers himself among the growing number of sober folk punk scene members and describes 

addiction as an imprisoning result of living under capitalism. “There’s something that happens 

when you get sober,” he said, “a lot of those people start looking around and they start saying, 

‘oh, shit, like, there’s this whole oppressive structure of society, and a lot of the reasons why I 

drank was to cope with that.’” Although Greg speaks to drug use specifically and not its 

association with freight-hopping, he suggests that nobody is actually free from the social order if 

they are dependent upon a harmful substance to escape it. Liberation is more than escape; for 

Greg, “liberation is dismantling the oppressive systems [and] replacing them with things that do 

work.” (interview with the author, April 24, 2025). 

 Toward this end, Pepe and Greg both express the value of working as organizers within their 

communities over individualist or grand-scale attempts at anarchist revolution. While both have 
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contributed to local efforts like Food Not Bombs5 and other free meal programs, they are also 

active in organizing roles online. Pepe intends for his podcast Back on the Grind to bring a large 

community of folk punks closer by providing a digital space for musicians’ intimate stories to be 

shared and heard, including topics of addiction, recovery, and how to survive failures. Greg is a 

permanent member of Our Street, a collective of folk punk musicians including (at times) Ash 

Bricky and Sincerely Yours who are all active on r/FolkPunk. The primary goal of Our Street 

Collective is to promote the work of young folk punk cultural producers who lack resources, 

including making their music available for streaming, publishing zines, and teaching DIY skills 

like how to screen print, make fliers and promote on social media. To replace oppressive systems 

with ones that work, the new ones must be, like Pepe said, “sustainable.” In one way or another, 

these efforts are all oriented toward sustainability: meal programs, like sobriety and abstention 

from freight-hopping, are aimed at sustaining human life; curating intimate listening spaces 

online sustains a sense of connection between geographically distant scene members; and 

supporting up and coming creatives ensures that folk punk music and media will continue to be 

made in the future.  

 Construing survival and sustainability as anarchist resistance is a process, and while it is 

being carried out publicly on r/FolkPunk not all virtual scene members share the same ideas, 

even fellow adults. Under a post about listening to folk punk “as an aging punk,” two users in 

their forties describe their desire to drop out after hearing lyrics about freedom, hopping trains 

and skipping showers. User BigLobedWelder comments that he’s forty-nine and “married, 

steadily employed, roof over my head, yet all I really want to do is throw some stuff in a bag and 

 
5 Food Not Bombs is a multinational volunteer organization dedicated to recovering food surplus from businesses 

and providing vegan meals to people in need. More information can be found on their website: 

https://foodnotbombs.net/new_site/.  

https://foodnotbombs.net/new_site/
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try to figure out a different way of living, because this way of living just stinks” 

(BigLobedWelder, July 3, 2025). Positive representations of dropping out, particularly in song, 

have not been erased from folk punk cultural memory by the more recent narrative of risk, harm 

and death associated with it, and the domestic and professional pressures of adulthood could 

possibly make even negative representations of the past appear more appealing than someone 

like BigLobedWelder’s current situation. However, they are increasingly in the minority among 

active virtual folk punk scene members. 

 A thread started by teenage scene member Ok_Marioberry_3429 asking “what does folk 

punk mean to you” perfectly illustrates the change Pepe and Greg are hoping for. Repliers of all 

ages reflect on how the community bonds and music itself have changed their lives for the better. 

User VictorianFlorist shares that to them, folk punk is about “smiling and enjoying your life 

despite how shitty things are. It is equal parts expressing that misery and equal parts finding joy 

despite it,” with Ok_Marioberry_3429 agreeing (VictorianFlorist, April 28, 2025). Riley, 

member of the newly formed folk punk band Somehow We’re Fine, commented that she thinks 

of folk punk as “choosing humanity & love over the demands of modern society,” going on to 

explain that artists do this through folk and punk practices like using inexpensive instruments 

and unrefined vocals as a rejection of musical elitism (rileyathome, April 28, 2025). Although 

most repliers describe feeling some kind of anger or hurt in their daily lives, not one person 

mentions dropping out, trains or drug use as part of the solution but instead the joy and support 

they’ve found by listening to folk punk music and forming relationships with other scene 

members.  

Friends on the Internet? 

 Warnings against dangerous practices, projects oriented around sustainability like Pepe’s 
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podcast and Greg’s collective, and nuanced interpretations of FIRL posted to public forums are 

instances of aging scene members intentionally communicating their changing notions of what it 

means to be folk punk to younger members. Bennett describes how older punks can act as 

“critical overseers” who preserve the punk aesthetic and intentionally pass it down to the next 

generation (Bennett 2006). A similar phenomenon occurs on r/FolkPunk when young scene 

members inquire about acceptable identities and behaviors, but while aging members may 

preserve the memory of folk punk aesthetics during their youth, they pass down ideas of what 

they now think folk punk participation should look like rather than what it was. When a 19-year-

old posted asking if it’s “fine” to be in the subreddit and attend shows if they’re “privileged” and 

not experiencing homelessness or addiction, over 50 users responded in the affirmative (Pretty-

Volume4277, June 29, 2025). Although some, like user friggenboredaf, identify markers of 

adulthood like having a home, car and salaried job as being privileged, they present this as better 

than the alternative: “7 years ago I was homeless and hooked on fentanyl. I still relate to the [folk 

punk] culture. I’m just in a position now to extend help to people, instead of receiving it, and I 

can’t help but think that if I’d found this community a bit sooner, some of my best friends might 

still be alive” (friggenboredaf, June 29, 2025). The original questioner edited their post to 

apologize for getting worked up over what they now see as a non-issue, recognizing that helping 

others get out of life-threatening situations is more valuable than dropping out to experience it 

oneself.  

 As well as direct intergenerational communication, this ongoing shift from valuing a form of 

anarchist resistance centered on suffering outside the social order to one prioritizing survival 

within it takes place through posts and comments that re-create folk punk cultural memory 

without aging scene members necessarily intending to do so. As Justin and Matt described earlier 
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in the chapter, most virtual scene members view both the genre of folk punk and r/FolkPunk as 

insular despite the forum being public and receiving over twenty thousand visitors every week. 

Scene members sharing memories about sensitive topics like harm and loss may feel as though 

they are participating in intimate conversation with a few like-minded others, but their posted 

comments are available for anyone with access to Reddit.com to view indefinitely unless they 

are intentionally taken down. If the original post that started a thread is deleted the replies will 

remain, and even after an entire account is deleted their comments are left up with the username 

removed. Because there is so little popular media coverage of folk punk, r/FolkPunk typically 

appears among the first results for web searches about the genre, so the uninitiated are directed to 

digitally preserved discussions even if they didn’t participate in the original exchange. These 

conversations between aging scene members actively negotiating folk punk cultural memory 

through particular representations of the past are texts that inform future folk punks on the kinds 

of values they should embody before even attending a live gathering. Archived on Reddit.com, 

records of virtual folk punk scene communication will remain available for public viewing, 

commenting, and “upvoting” for the foreseeable future. 

 Yet it is still important to acknowledge that the Internet is not “real life” in the same sense as 

face-to-face scene interaction, a significant difference lying in the anonymity afforded by 

Reddit.com accounts’ total lack of personal information. Many scene members recognize this; 

April Hartman claimed in a now-deleted comment that “people on the Internet don’t reflect the 

scene” in reference to instances of drama and fighting by users who “show up first because they 

are always on the Internet” (apesofthestate, March 22, 2025). Justin spoke to me about how it’s 

easier to dehumanize others online and “build up a narrative” about the person you’re interacting 

with, causing mild disagreements to devolve into political accusations against the other persons’ 
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true dedication to leftism. At the same time, positive interactions on r/FolkPunk often inspire 

comments expressing the reverse sentiment. User FM_Gorskman replied to a different 

conversation involving Hartman praising how respectful and loving the thread was, writing that 

“this is what DIY punk shows and the community felt like when I was in high school” 

(FM_Gorskman, August 1, 2025). Together, these perspectives seem to suggest a general 

dismissal of instigative comments as an unintentional byproduct of Internet communication that 

does not represent the virtual folk punk scene and would not be found in face-to-face settings. 

 The other obvious distinction between the virtual and local folk punk scenes is the emphasis 

on recorded music online and subsequent absence of the liveness which characterizes in-person 

gatherings at local shows. The threads examined in this chapter pertaining to Friends in Real Life 

were all based on the band’s studio recordings. While video footage of FIRL performing live has 

been posted to r/FolkPunk by concert attendees, discussion about the meaning of Pat’s music 

took place in the context of the albums as they exist on streaming platforms, vinyl, CD and 

cassette. Like the subreddit itself, recorded music is far more accessible to virtual scene members 

than FIRL’s limited tour, leaving Pat’s representation in cultural memory again left largely up to 

scene members’ interpretations. Although he’s spoken little on it today, Pat’s 2016 retirement 

announcement foreshadowed the weight of these very conversations: “In real life all this isn't so 

dramatic, even if the inherent weirdness of communicating with strangers about going through 

significant life changes might make it sound that way” (Pat The Bunny, February 3, 2016). 
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Chapter 4: “Burn it Down”: Participatory Music and Anarchist Action 

 In the back of Comet Ping Pong, a pizza restaurant and music venue in Washington, D.C., a 

folk punk show was running behind. After a short speech from a Food Not Bombs representative 

and a few jokes from the crowd that anarchists aren’t organized enough to start on time, the 

Florida-based band Confession Kids took the stage and began setting up. As the mandolin player 

struggled to get his microphone working, Quil, the vocalist, started to sing the words “solidarity 

for mandolins” to the tune of “Solidarity Forever.” Upon the very first syllable, the audience 

joined in a fervent chorus of the original anthem, breaking off into laughter when they realized 

Quil was just making light of the situation and not actually trying to rouse the room in song. 

Participatory music making is common to live folk punk shows, and Confession Kids later 

gratified the audience with more intentional group singing in one of their original songs 

critiquing Florida governor Ron DeSantis. Yet it was the local band, Trash Boat and the 

Ambush, who provided the most opportunities for participation as they closed the show with 

tunes, lyrics and topics deeply familiar to the audience of folk punk scene members. 

 Touring folk punk artists have stopped to perform in D.C. for decades, but the only band 

based in D.C. today is Trash Boat and the Ambush, or Trash Boat for short. Among the large 

rotating membership are five core members: Nick (bass, mandolin, singing saw), Adam 

(saxophone, harmonica), John (drum kit), Squeazy E. (accordion, bass), and Pendy (guitar, 

banjo, vocals and songwriting). Pendy has been writing and performing folk punk music long 

before the band formed in 2021, beginning as a solo project at open mics under the name Trash 

Boat in 2012. Now they perform regular shows in the district, with a full-length album in the 

works and plans to appear on split record being produced by Pepe Bandit alongside new music 
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by Pat Schneeweis. Pendy describes his songwriting as influenced by the “sort of legendary folk 

punk figures” like Pat who are “close to forty and sober, or now dead” (interview with the 

author, January 23, 2026). The members of Trash Boat may be “aging,” but unlike Pat, they 

continue to make folk punk music dedicated to anarchist resistance in the 2020s. And despite 

Pendy’s admiration for early folk punk legends, both his lyrics and lifestyle are oriented in a 

different direction than dropping out. 

 In his 2013 monograph on aging popular music scene participants in the UK, Bennett 

observes that “the aging process, it appears, has fostered new, more critically informed opinions 

on the capacity of music to engineer social change in the more dramatic, large-scale ways in 

which this was often envisaged by interviewees during their youth” (Bennett 2013, 178). In this 

chapter I look at how aging D.C. folk punk scene participants understand and act on the capacity 

of folk punk music to engineer social change, focusing on performances by Trash Boat and 

Pendy’s belief that “singing together is a communal act, and community is the cornerstone of 

antifascist resistance” (Pendy, email message to author, April 9, 2025). Several folk punk artists 

including Trash Boat have used the tunes of existing protest songs to convey a sense of 

collectivity and continuity with large-scale social movements while performing in the district.  

However, I argue that by also leading group singing about real and imagined events taking place 

in D.C., Trash Boat and the Ambush link the notion of an anarchist revolution to actions that can 

be taken against the U.S. government by scene members in their local community. 

 My ethnography of the D.C. folk punk scene is based on participant observation at shows 

throughout 2025, as well as interviews with members of Trash Boat. I begin with a description of 

the D.C. folk punk scene and briefly compare it with scholarship on other music communities 

influenced by the folk revival. Next I provide a series of examples that demonstrate some of the 
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ways in which folk punk artists generate audience participation at live shows, highlighting the 

importance of group singing within the folk punk tradition. I then explore how that group singing 

is used by folk punk artists to evoke a sense of continuity with a grand narrative of leftist 

resistance in the United States, particularly through musical borrowing from the IWW’s Little 

Red Songbook. Finally, I focus on how live performances of two of Trash Boat’s original songs, 

“The Ballad of Rahul Dubey” and “Burn it Down,” work to link this grand narrative to smaller-

scale anarchist actions that can be taken in D.C. when sung collectively by scene members.  

Participating in the D.C. Folk Punk Scene 

 Kevin Dunn writes that “it doesn’t necessarily take a large number of people to construct a 

scene. The original London scene was the work of a few dozen people. What is important is that 

it takes dedication and commitment by a handful of individuals” (Dunn 2016, 69). This is 

certainly true for the D.C. folk punk scene, where Trash Boat is the only local band. When they 

perform at DIY venues, Pendy is responsible for organizing the event and providing and 

operating sound equipment for his band as well as the others on the bill. Professional venues like 

Comet Ping Pong have booking agents, sound technicians, and promoters who work to draw a 

large crowd and ensure the show runs smoothly, although even professional spaces can be 

contentious in light of the 2016 right-wing “Pizzagate” conspiracy targeting Comet and the 

artists that performed there (Davis 2021). Trash Boat only performed at professional venues 

three times in 2025, with a majority of their shows taking place at bars and houses. These DIY 

shows typically start around 8:00pm and are attended by thirty to forty dedicated scene members 

including friends and family of the band. The D.C. folk punk scene is representative of most in 

regard to diversity, being predominantly white with members of all genders including many 

transgender folks. Although they don’t have an official age policy, the bar shows are rarely 
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attended by teenagers, the audience usually being split between Trash Boat’s age group and 

younger adults in their twenties. Longtime folk punk participants can be identified by their 

denim “battle jackets” covered in patches bearing the iconic circle-A and band logos dating back 

to the early 2000s. 

 The venue in which Trash Boat performed the most throughout the past year was Chacho 

Spirits, a small cocktail bar attached to a local aguardiente distillery in the Manor Park 

neighborhood. The interior is a single room with a bar, a few high-top tables, and couches that 

can be pushed back to allow musicians to set up on the floor. During shows, the space is 

organized much like what McPherson (2024) describes as ideal for group singing; there are 

couches and open floor space close to the performers for those most engaged in singing and 

dancing, seating in the back for those who prefer to talk or listen, and a transitory space in the 

middle containing the bar itself. The room is level, open and brightly lit so attendees can see one 

another rather than having their attention directed solely to the performer. Many of the specific 

instances of participatory music making I discuss in this chapter take place at Chacho for these 

reasons.  

 There are several similarities between Trash Boat’s shows and other predominantly white 

participatory music and dance scenes in the U.S. such as old-time. Thomas Turino describes the 

increase in participatory music making among white Americans as an effect of the folk music 

revival, during which “middle-class ‘folkies’” became “attracted to the ‘folk’ and ‘folk music’ 

because they represent an idealized alternative to the modernist, capitalist lifeways and society” 

(Turino 2008, 155-6). The same can very nearly be said for folk punks, but for a few important 

distinctions. Many folk punks including Trash Boat and their following are anarchist and would 

likely not be interested in notions of traditional Americanness, instead channeling discomfort 
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with contemporary society into imagining entirely new forms of social organization. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, this is known as prefiguration: the anarchist practice of creating 

alternative spaces in which to model the characteristics of the world participants wish to exist in 

the future, such as nonreliance on authority figures and eliminating profit as a motive for 

participation (Mattern 2016). Rather than a return to rural American life, folk punk participants 

may understand “folk community” as connoting a collective of ordinary people who provide one 

another mutual support as equals, often at a local level.  

 The techniques that folk punk artists use to politicize their music are also directly drawn from 

the folk revival. Like labor activists before them, a subject I will return to later, folk revivalists 

used music to transmit language quickly and memorably. Citing Bob Dylan’s famous use of an 

electric guitar in 1965, Benjamin Tausig writes about the importance of legibility to the 

movement: “noise obscured Dylan’s lyrics, without which his music lacked political potential. 

Lyrics, ideologically, were the only meaningful signal, so a lack of clarity was a fatal problem” 

(Tausig 2018, 38). While power, speed and volume are in fact meaningful signals in other 

traditions such as hardcore punk and metal, folk punk artists’ prioritization of lyrics makes the 

style more similar to protest folk in and outside the U.S. such as the music of the American folk 

music revival, Chilean nueva canción, and Cuban nueva trova (Morris 2014). The use of acoustic 

instruments ensures the vocal line can be easily distinguished, and rarely do singers push 

themselves to the point of screaming or yelling that would hinder listeners’ ability to understand 

the song’s lyrical messaging.   

 It is important to acknowledge that not all performances by Trash Boat follow these 

conventions enough to be considered “folk punk shows.” According to Pendy, because the D.C. 

folk punk scene is small it is interwoven with a broader D.C. punk scene (email message to 
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author, April 9, 2025). Trash Boat has performed with a variety of artists like local noise-rock 

band TORO and Philadelphia-based post-punk band Wax Jaw, among many others. Not only do 

local folk punk scenes overlap with the virtual folk punk scene, as established in the previous 

chapter, but with other local and translocal music scenes as well. While I focus on performances 

by artists in a folk punk context, participation in the D.C. folk punk scene is by no means limited 

to attending shows dedicated solely to that musical genre, even when Trash Boat is there. For 

example, when hosting rock bands Tommy Tilghman and Dead Billionaires at Comet Ping Pong, 

Trash Boat performed with electric instruments so amplified by the venue’s speakers that I 

couldn’t hear myself singing along. As Dunn writes, “scenes are fluid, constantly changing, 

constantly driven by internal tensions and divisions. To try to talk about a specific scene often 

means to freeze it in time and simplify all those tensions and divisions, creating a snapshot of a 

complex moving picture” (Dunn 2016, 72). Therefore, as I discuss participatory music making in 

the D.C. folk punk scene I aim to describe a few processes I observed taking place at a given 

time rather than to define participation in the scene itself. 

Singing and Dancing to Folk Punk Songs 

Group Singing 

 In her ethnography of an annual Sing Along in an Ohio suburb, McPherson interprets 

participants’ repertoire as “secular leftist hymnody,” a canon of recurring songs that reference 

leftist sentiment and, when sung communally, reinforce group values (McPherson 2024, 226). 

Many of Trash Boat’s original songs can be understood in this way, as members of the D.C. folk 

punk scene attend show after show, learning lyrics that reinforce anarchist values through 

repetition. Touring artists’ repertoires are often less well known to locals, meaning more 
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deliberate methods are required by the artist to generate participation. In this section I examine 

some of the diverse ways in which folk punk artists enable the audience to participate in music 

making and dance to original songs. The following examples took place at Chacho Spirits, 

beginning with touring artists then focusing on Trash Boat much like the shows themselves are 

structured.   

 In March of 2025, two artists particularly dedicated to group singing played at Chacho with 

Trash Boat: Rosslyn Station, a folk punk/anti-folk solo artist from Herndon, Virginia, and 

Average Joey, another solo artist from Pennsylvania whose banjo-accompanied “poetry punk” 

sounded very like the folk punk acts. Correctly assuming that the audience was unfamiliar with 

her music, Rosslyn Station had brought zines containing the lyrics to her original songs, most of 

which centered around her experience as a transgender woman. After performing a few songs 

with limited participation, she paused to insist that everyone take a zine from her merch table for 

free and waited until all were passed around before continuing. Audience members still had to 

listen to pick up the melody of each song, but with lyric books most were quick to join in.  

 Average Joey followed her and explicitly told us that “group singing is how we’re going to 

kill the fascists.” Instead of a lyric book, he used call-and-response to engage the audience, at 

one point standing on a couch in the middle of the room to get those talking in the back to join in 

a simple chorus about having our “own gods to kill” and “voids to fill.” At his merch table, 

Average Joey offered an acapella songbook of traditional folk songs, ballads, and shanties in the 

form of a zine from 4th River Music Collective, a street music group he belongs to in Pittsburgh. 

After his set, Average Joey encouraged everyone to take home a zine to try group singing with 

friends. While he did not perform any songs from the zine that night, each page had a QR code 

leading to a recording by members of the collective for the user to learn the melody by. 
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 In August of the same year, folk punk bands Proper Punktuation (Philadelphia) and The 

Looms (South Jersey) played at Chacho for the last stop of their joint tour. Having spent weeks 

together already, the four members of The Looms supported Proper Punktuation during their set 

by playing impromptu accompaniment on slide whistle and the bar’s piano, dancing, singing 

loudly, and clapping along from within the audience. Their raucous energy was contagious, and 

audience members were quick to pick up whatever The Looms were doing and join in. Amanda, 

vocalist of Proper Punktuation, quieted the room in order to deliver a spoken introduction to their 

song “High on Life.” She instructed us to ask a series of questions as she told a story about 

driving her car, like “ask me how I feel,” to which the audience enthusiastically shouted back, 

“how do you feel?” to move the story along. After the last prompted question, “ask me why,” the 

band launched into the song in answer: “I’m high on life / and a little bit of beer.”  

 The songs described above are not necessarily anarchist or even political in nature, but in 

both cases the touring artists were followed by Trash Boat, who always performs last to an 

audience primed for participation. The March show was particularly volatile because it was their 

first performance since President Trump’s 2025 inauguration, provoking more explicit references 

to the threat of fascism than usual. After Average Joey’s set, Pendy told the audience that 

“fascism’s greatest weapon is fear, our greatest weapon is community.” McPherson points out 

that the idea of community can be emphasized through the absence of solo singing (McPherson 

2024, 229). At Trash Boat’s shows this effect is largely achieved through audience participation, 

but it can also be found in the structure of the band itself. The “Ambush” of Trash Boat and the 

Ambush refers to the ever-changing cast of five or more instrumentalists that accompany Pendy, 

Nick, John, Adam, and Squeazy E. onstage. Pendy is constantly writing new parts for anyone 

they know who is interested in joining because he has, in his words, “trouble saying no to a 
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bigger horn section.” The “Ambush” usually consists of trumpets, trombones and saxophones 

with the occasional fiddle or washboard. There is no pressure for members to show up to every 

rehearsal or show, so the same combination rarely appears together twice. When not actively 

playing, everyone onstage sings in unison with Pendy so that even in his role as lead vocalist he 

is never singing solo.  

Moshing 

 Moshing is another significant form of participation that occurs at live folk punk 

performances. Those interested in dancing at a show will form a “pit” in the center of the 

audience, with less of the circular running associated with hardcore punk slamdancing and more 

controlled, one-on-one collisions. Participants may also two-step instead of or in between 

collisions, a dance move consisting of kicks and downward punches generally without contact. 

Sociologist William Tsitsos describes how while collisions and arm-swinging are assertions of 

individual presence, the convention of picking up fallen dancers and reliance on the presence of 

others in the pit to collide with create feelings of unity among punks (Tsitsos 1999). Moshing 

also creates connection between the artist and audience, as dancers form and sustain pits out of 

enthusiasm and appreciation for the music. Moshing and two-stepping are not the focus of this 

chapter because they are affiliated with a wide range of other punk, rock and metal subgenres, 

but it is worth noting that folk punk participants body-slam to banjo and accordion with as much 

fervor as in the aforementioned contexts. 

 Trash Boat typically closes shows with “Benediction,” a slow ballad wishing all those in 

attendance the good fortune of reliable friends, freedom from the law, and personal victory over 

the authority figures in our lives. At most shows, especially at Chacho, attendees are generally 

familiar with the song from repeated listening and sing along, swaying, some holding hands in 
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direct interpretation of the lyrics (below). After the final chorus, the drummer counts off and 

launches the band into rapid repetition of “kill your boss!,” wind players blasting, and the 

audience members closest to the band explode into a mosh pit for the last few seconds of the 

show.  

“If your hand is empty, may you have an empty hand to hold 

May you always value most the things that can’t be bought or sold 

May you never chalk the revolution up as a loss  

May you always tip your bartender, and someday kill your boss. 

(1, 2, 3, 4) 

Kill your boss, kill your boss, kill your boss, kill your boss!”  

 

This is not a literal directive to commit murder, but a collective expression of eagerness to take 

direct action against those in positions of power. The uptempo coda gives audience members 

who prefer dancing a final opportunity to do so together, while those who do not feel 

comfortable moshing are still able to vocalize the empowering “kill your boss!” with the band 

members.  

“Play La Marseillaise!” 

 When I asked Pendy to elaborate on his perspective on group singing as part of the fight 

against fascism, he pointed me to a scene from the film Casablanca. When occupying Nazi 

soldiers sing the German patriotic “Die Wacht am Rhein” in Rick’s Café, resistance leader 

Victor Lazlo instructs the house band to play “La Marseillaise.” They do, and the French patrons 

begin singing along to their national anthem until they are louder than the Germans, making song 

a resistance tactic. Pendy described Trash Boat as doing the same, “singing louder” to resist 

fascism (Pendergrast, email communication with author, April 9, 2025).6 

 
6 As Turino describes, Nazis themselves used participatory music making extensively as a tool for building national 

unity and pride in the Third Reich (2008, 207–8). Though referencing a work of fiction, Pendy’s anecdote is an apt 

reminder that fascists sing too, and to be “louder” can be both a figurative and literal imperative.  



 

 

77 

 

 Pendy has recently written a song about this scene in Casablanca, but he doesn’t only 

draw from film. The selective borrowing from the past described by Turino in regard to the folk 

revival also applies to some folk punk participants’ interest in the history of organized labor in 

the U.S., including Trash Boat. Pendy told me that 

“on the large scale, I feel like the only unifying tactic that I see people pursuing with any 

believable hope is organized labor. I love the idea of a spontaneous general strike, and the 

sudden reemergence of the wobblies, but the only real movement I see is the really tedious, 

often thankless, work of union organizing. Things look bad but ‘without our brain and 

muscle not a single wheel could turn,’ and there are folks pursuing that line. I don't encounter 

much division [among folk punks] on that issue, just a sometimes discouraging lack of 

awareness regarding its importance” (Pendergrast, email communication with author, April 

9, 2025).  

 

While identifying tedious organizing as the path toward future large-scale social change, Pendy 

makes two references to the past: the “Wobblies,” or members of the Industrial Workers of the 

World (IWW), and a line from “Solidarity Forever.” While the relationship between folk punk 

and U.S. labor movements are selective in that anarchists seeking the abolition of government 

have a different end goal than the Wobblies, many folk punk participants draw tactics, messaging 

and music from them. Here I explore some of the connections between the folk punk subgenre 

and a historical narrative of working class resistance in the United States before focusing on how 

this plays out at shows in D.C. 

 Ferrell describes train-hopping punks as “modern-day hobos,” a lineage celebrated by 

early folk punks through means as blatant as naming one’s band Johnny Hobo and the Freight 

Trains. Early 20th century hobos were closely linked to the IWW, with organizers like Joe Hill 

embodying “the West’s ‘frontier spirit’ and its hobo heritage” (Ferrell 2018, 89). Hill reached 

dispersed populations of workers through the Little Red Songbook, small enough to be carried 

by hobos from one work camp to the next, with lyrics set to well-known melodies that kept the 

rebellion alive (Ferrell 2018, Mann 2024). Many folk punk artists including Trash Boat use the 
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same strategy, even setting lyrics to songs from the Little Red Songbook, but anarchists do not 

share the exact same goals. Pepe Bandit has been a member of the IWW in the past, and he 

describes the ideological differences between the organization and himself that lead to his 

departure: “I didn't want a world ran by workers, I didn't want workers. I didn't think we should 

be forced to work. Even if we were owning the factories or whatever it may be, (…) replacing 

the bosses with just other workers, to me is like, well, we're still getting up every day going to 

the factory doing the same thing. That's not what I want at all” (interview with the author, April 

22, 2025). The degree to which folk punk participants align with labor movements is up to the 

individual. But even if organized labor is seen as a means to an ends which the anarchist 

revolution will ultimately go beyond, the musical influence of the IWW is undeniable in live folk 

punk performance. 

“Squalidarity Forever” 

 In addition to making it easier for people to sing along, political scientist Marek Payerhin 

describes the purpose of contrafacta as adding depth to the new lyrics by “helping link the 

current level of dissatisfaction with the (sometimes idealized, sometimes disparaged) past” 

(Payerhin 2024, 750). Regardless of whether anarchist folk punks’ goals align with those of early 

labor movements, singing along to contrafacta allows participants to express the same 

dissatisfaction with social conditions as those who originally sang from the Little Red Songbook. 

Certain songs might even be sung the same way: Soskis and Stauffer write that soon after it was 

written in 1915, “Solidarity Forever” became the anthem of both the IWW and the labor 

movement generally and often “erupted spontaneously” without accompanying instruments, 

much like the chorus at Comet Ping Pong (Soskis and Stauffer 2013, 181). To facilitate this kind 

of group singing, strike songs were often set to religious hymns, war-related songs, or folk songs 
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because of their strong connotation of the collective. IWW editor Ralph Chaplin set “Solidarity 

Forever” to “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” in order to reclaim the original revolutionary 

note of the song which had been co-opted by conservatives (Soskis and Stauffer 2013). 

Similarly, when folk punk artists set new lyrics to these songs today they attempt to invoke 

certain connotations, like collectivity and resistance, while selectively downplaying others, like 

union recruitment.  

 Trash Boat has recently adapted “Solidarity Forever” into “Squalidarity Forever,” a 

parody with lyrics about how punks may be musically and politically active but their houses are 

always a mess. Before performing it for the first time, Pendy asked if anyone in the crowd has 

lived in a punk house in the past, adding that they were “good times, but I’m not that sad they’re 

gone.” Pendy’s reference to punk houses as a thing of the past connotes a collective of older 

punks who can relate in having moved on to more stable living conditions. Still, audience 

members of all ages easily caught on to the chorus, laughing and singing: 

“Squalidarity forever, 

Squalidarity forever, 

Squalidarity forever, 

and the dishes are not done.” 

 

McPherson writes about how members of an inside group can bind themselves together by 

recognizing “shortcomings or embarrassing tendencies” and poking fun at themselves, using Phil 

Och’s “Love Me, I’m a Liberal” as an example (McPherson 2024, 231). Singing “Squalidarity 

Forever” together not only connects those who have experienced this living situation but binds 

them to a larger punk identity, since the tendency for domestic disorder is not specific to D.C. or 

even folk punk. Furthermore, parodying “Solidarity Forever” links punk participants to a long 

history of leftist resistance and suggests that there might be shared shortcomings there as well. 
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“It’s Sister Jenny’s Turn to Throw the Bomb” 

 Another song by Trash Boat that pokes fun at anarchists specifically is “It’s Sister 

Jenny’s Turn to Throw the Bomb,” a modern rewrite of what Pendy calls “an older sort of folk 

novelty song.” Their version is adapted from Leslie Fish’s 1987 song of the same name, which is 

based on “It’s Sister Ginny’s Turn to Throw the Bomb” (1963) by the Glencoves. Similar to 

“Squalidarity Forever,” Pendy likes that each version “gently mocks anarchists in a sort of fun, 

self-deprecating way” with its premise of a fictional collective of anarchists trying to decide who 

will be the one to actually go out and throw a bomb (interview with the author, January 23, 

2026). Trash Boat retains the tune and chorus from Fish’s version but adapts the verses to their 

modern anarchist audience with lines like “Mary went out shopping to buy the family soup” in 

reference to Donald Trump’s (unproven) claim in 2020 that protesters were throwing soup cans 

at police officers, and “Susie hopped a freight train, said she’d try to keep in touch” as a nod to 

the early folk punk practice. The characters’ situations are given as excuses for why they can’t 

throw the bomb, the joke being that these anarchists are so tied up in indirect actions that they 

would leave violent action to a nun. Rewriting the sixty-year-old song implies that though they 

can make light of it, the reputation of anarchists to be disorganized and ineffective has persisted 

for at least that long. 

 Trash Boat performs “Sister Jenny” at nearly every show, and scene members always 

participate with enthusiasm. Every iteration of the title line in the chorus is punctuated by an 

answer from the crowd, “throw the bomb!” with fists in the air. 

“Oh it’s sister Jenny’s turn to throw the bomb (throw the bomb!) 

God knows what’s become of brother Tom 

Mama’s aim is bad, and the cops they all know dad, 

So it’s sister Jenny’s turn to throw the bomb (throw the bomb!)” 

 

This is one of the few examples of intentional call-and-response in Trash Boat’s repertoire, as the 
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answered “throw the bomb!” is part of Fish’s recording and was shouted by the band when they 

began performing it live several years ago. Now a crowd favorite, new scene members and 

outsiders can easily catch on to the simple shouted phrase and gesture executed by regular 

concertgoers. In the last verse, Pendy presents an original solution to the dilemma: “let’s all go 

out together cause we’re running out of time, our best hope for the future is through unity and 

crime.” Beyond the fictional situation, the lyrics suggest that everyone who had been 

participating in shouting “throw the bomb!” should also commit to metaphorically (or perhaps 

literally) doing so together in order for their enthusiasm to come to fruition.  

“When the Estradiol Flows” 

 In more serious use of contrafacta, Rosslyn Station sets her song “When the Estradiol 

Flows” to the Joe Hill song “Where the Fraser River Flows” from the Little Red Songbook. At 

Chacho Spirits, she led the room in singing it acapella guided by her songbook zines. Rosslyn’s 

lyrics change the audience of the original song from male “workers” to female “angels” and 

reference the hormone estradiol used in gender affirming care, a subject more immediately 

relevant to her as a transgender woman than labor organization. This adaptation centers the 

struggles of a specific community with a large presence among folk punks while the tune 

connotes their place within a broader leftist movement. 

“When the estradiol flows, each fellow angel knows- 

they have bullied and oppressed us, but still our numbers grow. 

And we're gonna find the way, girls, to keep each other safe, girls, 

and we're gonna win the day, girls when the estradiol flows!” 

(Rosslyn Station, 2024) 

 

“Where the Fraser river flows, each fellow worker knows, 

they have bullied and oppressed us, but still our union grows. 

And we're going to find a way, boys, for shorter hours and better pay, boys 

and we're going to win the day, boys, where the Fraser river flows.” 

(Joe Hill, 1912) 
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“Where the Fraser River Flows” is itself set to the tune “Where the River Shannon Flows” 

(1906) by James I. Russell. While the Joe Hill version carries a context of resistance and 

rebellion that aligns with Rosslyn’s values enough to adapt into a transgender anthem, Russell’s 

history as a cross-dressing and stereotyping vaudeville performer does not (Billy Rose Theatre 

Collection). Rosslyn accounts for this by erasing Russell’s name, crediting the song to “Joe Hill 

and ****** *****” on her Bandcamp page and not mentioning it at the live show. The asterisks 

demonstrate that the reasoning behind her using the tune was far from the simple convenience of 

a familiar, singable tune, but rather the deliberate invoking of certain parts of the tune’s historical 

associations and not others. 

 When folk punk participants sing songs like these together they place themselves in a 

lineage of movements in the interest of the working class. Other examples I have not mentioned 

are Rosslyn Station’s performance of “Casey Jones the Union Scab,” Trash Boat’s English 

translation of “Bella Ciao,” and touring artist X Dirty Fingers’ adaptations of “Plane Wreck at 

Los Gatos (Deportee)” and “The Preacher and the Slave.” Only “Sister Jenny” is derived from 

the anarchist movement specifically, while the others bear connotations of an even broader 

collective. Songs associated with the dissatisfaction of “the workers” and “the folk” like IWW 

tunes serve to remind members of the small D.C. folk punk scene that they are part of a mass of 

people in and beyond the U.S. who have historically been oppressed under existing power 

structures. Yet alongside the contrafacta tracing this large collective of “folk” back from the past, 

some of Trash Boat’s most popular original songs are firmly grounded in the Washington D.C. 

of the recent past and near future. 
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Burning D.C. Down 

 Touring folk punk artists rarely miss an opportunity to comment on national politics 

while in D.C., primarily addressing Trump’s initiation of ICE raids in early 2025 and activation 

of the D.C. National Guard in the fall. Generally, the vocalist will do so as an introduction to a 

song that expresses a relevant sentiment but is not specifically written about the issue. For 

example, when Apes of the State performed their “Internet Song” about what teens did for fun 

before social media, April Hartman said that “kids aren't allowed outside after eleven because 

we're in D.C. and we live in a fascist dictatorship.” But unlike Hartman, the members of Trash 

Boat live full-time in the “proverbial belly of the beast,” as Pendy calls it, and can connect with 

local audiences through more than comments about the current situation and tangentially related 

songs.  

 Pendy has lived in D.C. since 2009. After 17 years, he describes living in the U.S. capital 

as “a fish not having a word for water situation,” meaning that while he doesn’t write every song 

with the politicized nature of his location in mind, “there’s no way it’s not going to be a part of 

it” (interview with the author, January 23, 2026). Despite feeling that D.C. is “just part of the 

background” most of the time, Pendy has written several songs about events set in the district, 

and it is on live performances of two of these that I wish to focus. The first, “The Ballad of Rahul 

Dubey,” is based on real events from the recent past, while “Burn it Down” is about imagined 

future ones. Trash Boat performs both at nearly every live show. 

“The Ballad of Rahul Dubey” 

 On June 1, 2020, D.C. resident Rahul Dubey took over 70 protesters into his home on 

Swann Street to shelter them from police officers pursuing with pepper spray. The 

demonstrators, peacefully protesting the death of George Floyd as part of the Black Lives Matter 
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movement, were on the streets of a residential area after the 7 p.m. curfew issued by Mayor 

Bowser. Dubey allowed the protesters to stay inside his house until the curfew ended at 6am the 

next day, repeatedly denying police entry and ordering food to keep everyone comfortable 

(Taylor 2020). Pendy, who had been active in other protests, knew some of the people who 

received shelter from Dubey and was given the idea by a roommate to write a “folk hero song” 

about him that same week. The lyrics of “The Ballad of Rahul Dubey” retell the event and refer 

to Dubey as “the hero on Swann,” though Pendy joked that he is sometimes given a hard time by 

friends who allowed protesters into their homes on the same street without a ballad to show for it 

(interview with the author, January 23, 2026).  

 Pendy achieves this “folk hero” effect by dedicating the song to the actions of one person 

rather than the Black Lives Matter movement as a whole or everyone on Swann Street, with 

lyrics highlighting the power of the individual: 

“So if you ever find a victim of the police state’s war, 

All it takes to be a hero is to open up the door.” 

  

While the event made local news, Pendy importantly points out that “D.C. is a city of transients,” 

meaning that several of the people who attend shows today may not have been in D.C. in 2020. 

Nor is Dubey a member of the folk punk scene, although Pendy has communicated with him and 

shared the song (Pendergrast, interview with the author, January 23, 2026). Therefore, “The 

Ballad of Rahul Dubey” now has two major purposes: to teach local scene members about 

Dubey’s actions, and to suggest that any one of them could realistically stand up to agents of the 

state in defense of their neighbors.  

 Throughout Trash Boat’s live performances of “Rahul Dubey,” concertgoers primarily 

participate by dancing in the mosh pit that consistently breaks out at the beginning of the upbeat 

song. At the end of the song, however, dancers come to a halt in order to shout the last line of the 
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post-chorus: 

“Rahul Dubey, the hero on Swann 

He let them stay until all the pigs were gone  

He opened up his home and now he'll forever be…  

(shouted): The realest motherfucker outta Washington D.C.” 

 

There are moments like this in several of Trash Boat’s songs, where a particular line is 

emphasized by the audience even by those who weren’t previously singing along. Accordionist 

Squeazy E. described the powerful effect this has on him as a band member as well as on other 

scene members: “somebody came up and made a comment about how excited they were to see 

people sing the lyrics to these songs and know the lyrics and, like, emphasizing how meaningful 

they are. [That] is rare, I think, in a lot of music scenes. So it was very cool to see that kind of 

response and the way people are responding to the lyrical content” (interview with the author, 

January 23, 2026). Pendy added that this emphasis happens organically, as the audience 

seemingly agrees on the most important lines without any input from the band. Other examples 

include “all hands on deck!” from their song “The SS Columbia Eagle” and “put the money in 

the bag!” from “Benediction,” both of which occur in the middle of their respective songs. The 

final line from “Rahul Dubey” is especially significant for the mention of Washington D.C. by 

name, which, when vocalized together, concludes a song about a heroic individual with a 

collective expression of local pride.  

“Burn it Down” 

 “Burn it Down” is another uptempo song with heavy drum kit and a catchy chorus, prime 

for both moshing and singing depending on audience preferences. The lyrics refer to “this city” 

rather than any specific locations, but Pendy confirmed to me that he wrote it about D.C. Even if 

he had not, Trash Boat does not often perform outside the district where “this city” could be 



 

 

86 

 

interpreted as anywhere else. Throughout the song, Pendy conflates physical property destruction 

with dismantling the state, an approach that works especially well because of D.C.’s status as 

both the literal and symbolic seat of the U.S. government.  

“This city's stood for far too many years  

And its grip around my throat is getting tighter.  

We numb ourselves with cannabis and beers  

When all we really need is gasoline and lighters.  

I wanna see this system destroyed,  

I wanna roll around in the ashes.  

Give me your angry, your broke and unemployed,  

Your livid and violent masses.” 

  

The “ashes” in this first verse could simultaneously refer to the ruin of government buildings or 

the government itself. In the same way, the album cover for Unity and Crime, on which “Burn it 

Down” is the first track, features an illustration of The White House, Capital Building, and 

national monuments on fire (fig. 4). That it represents the fall of the U.S. government is clear, 

but for a member of the D.C. folk punk scene it is also not entirely unrealistic to imagine setting 

ablaze the structures which are only a few miles away from any given show. 
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Figure 4. Trash Boat and the Ambush, Unity and Crime (2023) 

 

  Following the first verse, “Burn it Down” is sung from a group perspective, with lyrics 

referring to actions that “we” are going to take such as “we can torch all the buildings and fan all 

the fires,” and “when we make some riot shields from manhole covers.” By singing these 

commitments to future action together, local scene members strengthen group bonds, making an 

anarchist takeover of D.C. seem possible, if not imminent, through many hands doing 

straightforward deeds. Much like the simple directive to “open up the door” in “Rahul Dubey,” it 

can be easier to imagine working with other scene members to set a monument on fire down the 

street than uniting the working class and dismantling the state. These songs are not meant to 

suggest long-due, mass social change in the same way as the adaptations and contrafacta, but 

rather the idea that each individual singing along has the power to make an impact on their 

immediate community in the meantime— and it is no small matter if that community happens to 

be in the U.S. capital.  
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Taking Action 

 McPherson writes that “participants do not go to the Sing Along in order to plan their 

next political action, and members might not be active in the same exact causes (although most 

identify as leftists); rather, they go to be reminded that they are part of a community that does 

take action” (McPherson 2024, 231). In the same way, D.C. folk punk participants do not go to 

shows in order to strategize; there is no planning of protests or strikes, no debates over whether 

fires should really be set and where. Sometimes artists will work with a mutual aid organization 

like Food Not Bombs to provide a table of resources or invite a representative to speak between 

sets, but in general the focus of the event is on music and dance.  

Turino describes the effect of participatory music as “the constant repetition of a few simple 

ideas in the texts cement them in people’s minds as truth, and thus help generate courage to act 

on that truth in the face of opposition” (Turino 2008, 217). Yet the folk punk songs performed in 

D.C. contain more than a few simple ideas; a wide range of actions are described in the lyrics, 

from violent direct action to peaceful protest, queer solidarity, and organized labor. Like Pepe 

and Pat, Pendy’s role as an organizer within the D.C. scene— scheduling shows and running 

sound equipment— puts him in a position where he likely could assert leadership and direct 

scene members toward a particular action, but he chooses not to. This lack of direction is not a 

flaw unique to the D.C. folk punk scene but a common outcome of “horizontalist” anarchist 

ideology: no member of a group can decide anything for anyone else, a commendable intention 

that in practice can result in contradictory goals, stalled efforts, and confusion over who is and 

isn’t part of the movement (Bevins 2023). However, it is clear that D.C. folk punk scene 

members are dedicated to the attempt, as the prevailing theme across these performances is that 

whatever they do, they must do it together. If and when there comes a day when D.C. folk punk 
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scene members have the opportunity to shelter protesters, throw a bomb, or burn the city down, 

songs like “Solidarity Forever” can remind them that they are part of a larger struggle, and 

“Rahul Dubey” that other individuals in their community would do the same for them, and 

indeed already have. 

 This is also why, despite the accessibility of virtual music scenes, local folk punk scenes 

remain so important. On a practical level, virtual folk punk scene members are not able to engage 

in group singing or dancing unless they also participate in a local scene. Listening to recordings 

and reading the figures of r/FolkPunk’s large usership may invoke a sense of collective potential, 

but the anonymity and geographic distance isolate members from one another in contrast to the 

regular face to face gatherings of local scenes. Trash Boat and the many older adult members of 

the D.C. scene demonstrate that age need not be a barrier to participation; rather, establishing 

stable employment and housing is conducive to regular show attendance provided one lives in an 

area with at least one local band. Owning a home could even lead to songworthy acts of anarchist 

resistance if you use it to shelter your neighbors from agents of the state. 

 By settling in one place and investing in a local scene, folk punks join in the general shift 

in anarcho-punk from a focus on “identity politics and accepted subcultural styles” to “actions 

that take place and evolve in situated and sometimes temporary communities” (Haworth 2010, 

186-7). The anarchist communities that form at D.C. folk punk shows to prefigure new forms of 

social organization may only last as long as the event and form anew at the next, but they are 

always situated in the district. Through singing about their city with others who share it, D.C. 

folk punk participants generate a sense of collectivity on a local community level, smaller than 

all workers of the world but much larger than the forty folk punks in the room.  
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Chapter 5: Closing Thoughts 
 

 In the fall of 2025, I met with Eliza and Noah of the folk punk duo Bloody Crying Twinks in 

their hometown of Baltimore. We are each in our twenties and have been alive for about as long 

as the genre has existed. Despite representing the new generation of folk punk musicians, they 

have already encountered younger participants in the wider Baltimore punk scene. Describing a 

show at the Bone Orchard punk house, Eliza remembered, “everyone was like, nineteen and 

cooler than us.” Later, she began questioning the future of the band: “there is a part of me that’s 

like, how long are we allowed to do this? You know what I mean? Like, make this kind of music 

with this kind of name. Are we going to be thirty doing this? Like, why not?” Eliza’s concerns 

about the band name are not unfounded, as the title “Twinks” refer specifically to young queer 

people. However, to question the sustainability of folk punk music making in particular is to 

disregard the score of artists still doing so in their thirties and forties. Noah answers: “maybe 

when we turn thirty, that’ll be the ‘BCT’” (interview with the author, October 5, 2025). To 

abbreviate their name would be to follow in the tracks of established folk punk band AJJ, who 

did so after recognizing the original (Andrew Jackson Jihad) to be offensive and not 

representational of the group. Despite adjusting their standards for appropriateness with time, 

AJJ has been continually performing and recording since 2004. Similarly, Eliza and Noah feel 

themselves to have developed as artists and people over their seven years as Bloody Crying 

Twinks. “We’ve kind of locked in and gotten more serious,” Eliza said. “Grown up,” Noah 

added. “Yes, I really do think that,” she replied (interview with the author, October 5, 2025).  

Folk Punk is Forever 

 Regardless of their numerical age, Eliza and Noah feel themselves to have met enough of the 
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social markers of adulthood to be distinct from the “cooler” teenagers at shows. Still, they share 

visions of continuing as folk punk artists into their thirties, ultimately agreeing that this is 

realistic because others are doing so already. The participation of aging folk punk scene 

members is recognized here as commonplace by the younger generation, not treated as outliers 

within a perpetually young punk scene as is often represented in scholarship. Because of their 

continued participation in local, translocal and virtual scenes, aging folk punk scene members are 

not only reconstructing folk punk identity on an individual level, but shaping what it means to be 

a member in the eyes of younger participants— those who do not have children, houses or 

established careers— as well. On the most basic level, this can include the idea that there is no 

limit to how long someone is “allowed” to make folk punk music. But given the relationship 

between the music and anarchist philosophy since the early years of Plan-It-X and DIY Bandits, 

new scene members are also always internalizing folk punk ways of being anarchist as they are 

renegotiated through song, speech, and online communication over time. 

 Inevitably, some of the shifts in what it means to be folk punk and anarchist are a result of 

technological developments since the genre’s formation. The Internet and social media have led 

to new methods of cultural production, changing how artists create and promote music and 

pushing DIY record label owners toward finding alternative roles in the scenes they belong to. 

Increased online communication translocally and within the virtual folk punk scene brought new 

forms of participation, such as text posts and commenting, as well as more opportunity for 

connections between long-time genre adherents and newcomers. New scene members of all ages 

can easily access public web forums and form instant impressions of what they should or 

shouldn’t do as “folk punks” based on the authoritative posts of older members. While the 

musical and aesthetic parameters of folk punk are lightly mocked (“is this folk punk?”), 
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discussions around the most effective forms of anarchist resistance are often framed by 

recollections of past harm and loss. Most notably, both young and “aging” virtual folk punk 

scene participants publicly emphasize survival and community support over the more risky, 

individualist act of dropping out and hopping trains that was so central to early folk punk music, 

aesthetics, and anarchist discourse. 

 This emphasis on sustainability and collectivity also plays out during live gatherings of local 

folk punk scenes. Aside from the mere fact that the members of D.C. band Trash Boat and the 

Ambush do not hop trains, their performances are intended to generate audience participation 

and a sense of collectivity among those who live in the district. This firm sense of place and local 

community directly opposes the romanticized narrative of solitary drift expressed in earlier folk 

punk music. Trash Boat and other artists performing in D.C. also evoke sustainability through 

musical references to past leftist movements, alternating with songs delineating anarchist action 

to be taken in the present and future. Reinforced through group singing, these performances 

emphasize the importance of continuity: individual folk punk scene members must continue 

living and supporting one another in order to ensure that the lineage of anarchist resistance in the 

U.S., of which they are a part, does not die out. When scene members are gathered together, this 

resistance is imagined to grow stronger and escalate into violent action. Surviving and aging is a 

crucial part of this; there is perhaps a bit of blind faith in believing that “folk punk is forever,” or 

that the anarchist revolution is on the horizon, but that long-term commitment to participating in 

a collective of anarchists is required if we’re ever going to get there. 

Directions for Future Research 

 While I briefly highlighted my interlocutors’ perceptions of folk punk as queer and white, 

there is room for further analysis here. Many transgender folks, particularly women, participate 
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in scenes as artists and listeners. Older scene members provide resources and support to younger 

or more recently transitioned members. In the future, I am interested in the intersections of 

transgender and queer identity with anarchism among folk punks, within the context of anarchist 

rejection of coercive institutions including gender politics as well as the queer influences that 

have always been present in punk. While I focused narrowly on social relationships within folk 

punk scenes, more work could be done on situating folk punk scenes within a broader network of 

DIY music making and anarchist social spheres. In the limited scope of this thesis, I was unable 

to speak to as many women as would have been reflective of the scenes covered in each chapter. 

While many women attend shows in D.C., the members of Trash Boat are predominantly male, 

as were most of those who self-selected to be interviewed from the large and diverse virtual 

scene. Reddit accounts are anonymous, so I cannot assume the gender of users who do not self-

identify in their posts. It is important to recognize that aging women’s experiences would differ 

from those of men, particularly in regard to bodily autonomy, the policing of appearances outside 

of scene gatherings, and expectations of domesticity and motherhood. 

 Similarly, the role of race in shaping folk punk scene participation and anarchist philosophy 

could also be further examined. Considering how race has been positioned in the histories of the 

U.S. folk and punk movements separately may suggest that whiteness is doubly enforced in folk 

punk scenes, despite participants’ outward emphasis on being welcome and accepting. For both 

scene members and researchers, a potential solution may be including more nonwhite and non-

U.S. artists’ blends of regional styles with punk in conversations about folk punk, such as 

Chicano punk, mariachi punk, Celtic punk, and black and Latino participation in ska punk. 

Several folk punk artists and labels already work with artists outside of the “folk punk” genre 

label, such as conscious hip hop artist Ceschi Ramos who recorded a split record with Pat the 
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Bunny through DIY Bandits in 2015. Greg also described conscious hip hoppers to me as people 

“doing the same thing folk punk people are [and] having the same conversations” but with 

greater appeal to black and brown communities because of the musical style (interview with the 

author, April 24, 2025). More collaborations between folk punk and other activist-oriented artists 

outside the “-punk” sphere is one way toward increasing diversity within folk punk scenes and 

ensuring their members are challenging racial as well as class-based oppression.  

 As previously mentioned, I was unfortunately unable to include my ethnography of the 

Baltimore folk punk scene in this thesis and instead chose to focus on D.C. Located only one 

hour apart from each other, the two scenes are quite different. There is far less of a dedicated folk 

punk following in Baltimore, and Bloody Crying Twinks typically share bills with local garage 

rock and punk artists as part of a broader Baltimore DIY scene. Still working to build a 

following, they perform less often and to smaller audiences than Trash Boat. Musically, Bloody 

Crying Twinks sound very different than the large D.C. band, modeling themselves after a 

slower, more folk-leaning style of folk punk music exemplified by other queer and female-led 

folk punk groups like Pigeon Pit. The duo sing together in close harmonies or unison, with Noah 

on acoustic guitar. While they identify with the anarchist orientation of folk punk, Bloody Crying 

Twinks’ lyrics primarily center around identity politics, negotiating gender, sexuality and 

religion. Rather than reference preexisting folk songs, they use older folklore and mythology to 

explore queer themes and the monstrous “other,” from Shelly’s Frankenstein to ghosts and 

vampires on their 2025 album 13 Songs About Monsters.  

 Because folk punk scenes are small, each has its own particularities shaped by their locality, 

demographics, and the concerns of those who participate in them. In this thesis, I have only 

begun to cover a few; there is much more to be said about Pepe Bandit’s town in Connecticut 
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and the virtual folk punk scene, and even D.C. In addition to Baltimore, there are folk punk 

scenes all over the U.S. and other parts of the world, ethnographies of which would reveal new 

information. These scenes, however small, aren’t going anywhere, and neither are the people 

who participate in them. Yet as the first generation of folk punk participants continue to create, 

listen to, sing along with, and discuss music as they age, what it means to be a member of these 

scenes may continue to change well into the future.  
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Interviews Conducted 

 

Eliza and Noah. 2025. Interview by author. Baltimore, MD. October 5. 

Greg. 2025. Interview by author. Zoom. April 24. 

Justin. 2025. Interview by author. Zoom. April 26. 

Matt. 2025. Interview by author. Zoom. April 25. 

Moxie Mossheart. 2025. Interview by author. Zoom. May 20. 

Pepe Bandit. 2025. Interview by author. Phone. April 22. 

Pendy and Squeazy E. 2026. Interview by author. Zoom. January 23. 
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Appendix II: DIY Bandits Discography 

Note that some of these albums were cross released with other DIY record labels. 

 

  

Love Songs for the Apocalypse 

Mantits / Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains* 

 

2005 

LIVE at Bandits HQ 

Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains* / Captain Chaos 

 

2005 

Cash, Money, Etc. 

Michael Jordan Touchdown Pass 

 

2006 

Live at the Nest 

Ghost Mice 

 

2006 

Broken Home Sing Alongs 

Mutiny Amongst Friends 

 

2007 

Trapped Under an Ohio Sky 

MC Homeless 

 

2007 

We are all Monkeys 

The Fighting Polygon Team 

 

c. 2007 

Burn the Earth, Leave it Behind 

Wingnut Dishwasher’s Union* 

 

2009 

Pretend You’re Happy 

Pretend You’re Happy 

 

2009 

Feel This 

Paulie Think 

 

2010 

I’ll Write to You in Better Days… 

Black Heart Rebellion 

 

2010 

YOU CAN’T WIN 

never say surrender 

 

2011 

Dunny Smash 

Paulie Think 

 

2011 

The Great Joyful Rebellion 

Pretend You’re Happy 

 

2011 

https://archive.org/details/JohnnyHoboAndTheFreightTrains-LoveSongsForTheApocalypse
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/johnny-hobo-the-freight-trains-captain-chaos-live-at-bandits-hq
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/cash-money-etc
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/broken-home-sing-alongs
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/trapped-under-an-ohio-sky
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/burn-the-earth-leave-it-behind
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/pretend-youre-happy
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/feel-this
https://archive.org/details/BlackHeartRebellion-IllWriteToYouInBetterDays
https://neversaysurrender.bandcamp.com/album/you-cant-win
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/dunny-smash
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/the-great-joyful-rebellion
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Live the Dream 

Ramshackle Glory* 

 

2011 

Nuclear Winter Volume 2 

Sole 

 

2011 

ICEBOX 

Icebox 

 

2012 

Orinthopter  

P.T. Burnem 

 

2012 

Ignorance is Bliss 

Adventure Adventure 

 

2013 

Adventure Adventure / This is a Robbery Split 

Adventure Adventure / This is a Robbery 

 

2013 

Paper Cranes 

P.T. Burnem 

 

2013 

Great Vapor. Majority Nothing.  

DiscoAbsurdo 

 

2013 

Famine First 

Vinyl Cape 

 

2014 

Veneficium 

Vinyl Cape 

 

2014 

Ceschi / Pat the Bunny Split 

Ceschi / Pat the Bunny* 

 

2016 

DIY Bandits Music Sampler vol. 1 

Various artists* 

 

2016 

FIGHT LIKE HELL - Recordings From 2004-2007 

Johnny Hobo and the Freight Trains* 

 

2019 

PREPARING FOR FREEDOM - A Benefit Compilation 

Various artists* 

 

2019 

hammersmashedface 

All The Pretty Horses 

2025 

 

*Includes Pat Schneeweis  

https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/live-the-dream
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/nuclear-winter-volume-2-death-panel
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/icebox
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/ornithopter
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/ignorance-is-bliss-2
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/adventure-adventure-this-is-a-robbery-split-2
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/paper-cranes
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/great-vapor-majority-nothing
https://vinylcape.bandcamp.com/album/famine-first
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/veneficium-7
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/ceschi-pat-the-bunny-single-from-split-12
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/ceschi-pat-the-bunny-single-from-split-12
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/diy-bandits-music-sampler-vol-1
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/fight-like-hell-recordings-from-2004-2007
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/preparing-for-freedom-a-benefit-compilation
https://diybandits.bandcamp.com/album/hammersmashedface


 

 

99 

 

Appendix III: Reddit Posts 

 

apesofthestate. 2025. “People on the internet don’t reflect the scene.” Reddit, March 22. 

 

austinfashow90. 2025. “I feel ya dawg.” Reddit, August 4. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6xni1c/. 

 

austinfashow90. 2025. “Wannabe crust-punks.” Reddit, August 4. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6xgnwx/. 

 

austinfashow90. 2025. “Yeah but the new batch are the dude in this meme.” Reddit, August 4, 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6z4ram/. 

 

BigLobedWelder. 2025. “I’m 49, but soon, I won’t be.” Reddit, July 3. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lqsko8/comment/n15l1lj/. 

 

evil_b_atman. 2025. “Pat the bunny is back.” Reddit, August 14. 
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mqmhrv/pat_the_bunny_is_back/. 

 

FM_Gorskman. 2025. “I have absolutely ZERO idea.” Reddit, August 1. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1md8d0u/comment/n6f5dtc/. 

 

friggenboredaf. 2025. “I mean, I’m pretty privileged these days.” Reddit, June 29. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lnfi7s/comment/n0f0ox9/. 

 

FuckinStevenGlanbury. 2025. “Why Don’t People Like Friends in Real Life?” Reddit, August 

17. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/why_dont_people_like_friends_i

n_real_life/. 

 

hotdish81. 2025. “One of two things happened.” Reddit, July 25. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1m9axz8/comment/n56bb6p/. 

 

hotdish81. 2025. “Because said person who sold the record.” Reddit, July 31. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mearov/comment/n68yqos/. 

 

JuggaloClud. 2025. “When I heard Pat’s tunes back in the day.” Reddit, August 15. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mqjon3/comment/n8rts7v/.  

 

klepto_crow. 2025. “I think a lot of people who start listening to folk punk now.” Reddit, August 

18. https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/comment/n9cpasc/. 

 

Lillavedy. 2025. “Kids these days looking for specific kinds of folk punk.” Reddit, April 1. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1jp8sy3/kids_these_days_looking_for_spe

cific_kinds_of/. 

 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6xni1c/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6xgnwx/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6z4ram/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lqsko8/comment/n15l1lj
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mqmhrv/pat_the_bunny_is_back
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1md8d0u/comment/n6f5dtc
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lnfi7s/comment/n0f0ox9/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/why_dont_people_like_friends_in_real_life/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/why_dont_people_like_friends_in_real_life/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1m9axz8/comment/n56bb6p/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mearov/comment/n68yqos/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mqjon3/comment/n8rts7v/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/comment/n9cpasc/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1jp8sy3/kids_these_days_looking_for_specific_kinds_of/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1jp8sy3/kids_these_days_looking_for_specific_kinds_of/
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malignantcove. 2025. “The only ‘safe’ way to ride trains.” Reddit, July 4. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lqsko8/comment/n1cnu2y/. 

 

mikewilsonmusic. 2025. “I think you have a good argument.” Reddit, August 18. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/comment/n9cmzm4/. 

 

MILK_DUD_NIPPLES. 2025. “A message of complacency.” Reddit, August 18. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/comment/n9aiyoh/. 

 

Mission_Leg_6971. 2025. “Friends in real life - give the kids something to believe in.” Reddit, 

February 23. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1iwk200/friends_in_real_life_give_the_kids_

something_to/. 

 

OpioidSlumber. 2025. “Just shut up already.” Reddit, August 4. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/just_shut_up_already/. 

 

PaleIvy. 2025. “The lyrics are so key for the new album.” Reddit, February 23. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1iwk200/comment/meffuyy/. 

 

Pretty-Volume4277. 2025. “Genuine question, is it fine to be here if I’m privileged?” Reddit, 

June 29. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lnfi7s/genuine_question_is_it_fine_to_b

e_here_if_im/. 

 

Rileyathome. 2025. “to me, folk punk is choosing humanity.” Reddit, April 28. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1k9knnq/comment/mpf6c8m/. 

 

spicy_feather. 2025. “Lmfao I almost died by choking on my jolly rancher this is too real!” 

Reddit, August 4. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mhit56/comment/n6x4rtk/. 

 

VictorianFlorist. 2025. “For me Folk Punk is about dealing and accepting the drudgery.” Reddit, 

April 28. https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1k9knnq/comment/mpft1wm/. 

 

WhiskeyDickLBC. 2025. “PigPen, folk punk legend or nah?” Reddit, April 25. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1k74d9f/pigpen_folk_punk_legend_or_nah/.  

 

wopelay. 2025. “who were the first folk-punk bands?” Reddit, November 1. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1oodbr8/who_were_the_first_folkpunk_b

ands/. 

 

 

https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1lqsko8/comment/n1cnu2y/
https://www.reddit.com/r/FolkPunk/comments/1mt9lhs/comment/n9cmzm4/
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