
There are more than fif.ty chapters 
of RAR in the U. K. Started in the 
summer of ' 76 as a reaction against 
racial slurs made by Eric Clapton 
during a performance, it has grown 
steadily in popular support . RAR. 
sponsors punk and reg9ae bands in 
concerts and "Militant Tours" under 
an anti-fascist and anti-racist 
banner. On June 30, nin9teen Bay 
Area bands played a fifteen hour 
benefit to help get RAR rolling in 
San Francisco. Mary Sweeting, aka 
Sweet Mary Malice the Black, is one 
of its main organizers. 
How did Rock Against Racism come to San 
Francisco? 

MARY: ft all started with me and my brother 
listening to the first Tom Robinson album. 
There's all these listings of ra.dical orgnni-
zat.ions on the back cover. I said hey, check 
this out -- there's something ca l led Rock 
Against ltacism in england. Sounds really hip, 
why don ' t we start a chap.tcr? I dilln ' t really 
know what was entailed, and england wasn't too 
swift about sending me information. Finally, 
the Clash came to town. They're old friends 
of Moe Amstrong and I got to meet them and 
talk with them for awhile. They were all very 
enthusiastic about ltAR in tngla.nd. I asked 
them how you go about starting a chapter here 
and they said, "You just do it." But how? 
And they said, "Just do it!" It built very 
slow l y. My birthday party in March was the 
first meeting. Some of the key people working 
in the organizrition now were there from the 
start. 
Given that RJ\R emerged in the UK as 
an org.::inized response to the social 
situation there, how do you see it 
translated in the U.S.? 

MARY: In England it's a verr grassroots 
movement. It came out of a hasic necJ pt'oplc 
had to pull together anJ fi)!ht the 
Front. which .,.•as kicking .'.lnyhoJy's ass who 
wac;n't :L riJ.!/lt-On right-wing English person. 
And that meant all the minorities in 

as well as the punk rockers "'ho 
wc1c hi)!hly visible in their weirdness :rnJ 
going .'.IJ.!.1in->t the .:r:1in of proper l/nglish 
society. I t was a natur;1J coaJitinn nt •h" 
opprcsscJ masses ag:i.inst growing fascist vio-
lence. IH:icks and whites really tiad to come 
together anJ JefcnJ each other, :md Jo it 
around their music. When you're living in 
ghettoes of the world anJ you're very poor, 
music is one of the t ings you can do for 
yourscl f. 

In England they're highly visibly political. 
Whereas in California, we can even get a non-
profit status; the dynamic is completely Jif-
fercnt. Here people think that the question 
of racism was met head-on and solved in the 
sixties. In: Britain, the memory of the 197<> 
race riots is still very fresh. Racism is 
supposed to he a de.id issue hCre. That ' s 
complete bullshit. All the gains supposct11y 
made hy the civil rights movement were taken 
b;1ck little by litt l e. Now they're trying to 
take back our music hy supprC'ssing it. 
Why did the concept first excite vou? 

Since I'm a Jee Jay by I icense and a 
1o1orkie at a radio station, I know.first hand 
what it's like tryin!! to get music out thnt's 
about working class or just Jiscnfrandiiscd 
people. The rccorJ imlustry is not s1.•t up 
to publi.::i:e music coming out of the 1.·ommu-
niti.cs, bec:i11s1.• it's not commercial. They 
kno.,.· the poorer cl:1ssC's of pl'Ople arc not the 
ones who support the recorJ industry. It's 
your mitlJlc ;mJ 11ppl'r midJIC' cbss teenager 
who n•a·lly puts fhc mo1wy in the comp;1nies' 
pochl·ts by pay111g extraval?ant pric1.•s for com. 

mercial concerts :ln•I l'ctcr rr;unpton albums. 
\\'orking cla-.s music isn't t\•aslhlc to m;1rk1.•t, 
because the people .,.·ho m;1kc it ,·.m't L'\1.•n af-
ford to bur it ;1ftC'r it's h1.•,•n all 
th•' comml•rc1al chaug<'S .inJ t'in.111>· hits the 
m:1rkl·t. It'-. just .1 matter of C'COrhJmics. 

Julie• Birchill wrote about 
rene 's involvement in RAR: "You don't 
have to be black or· a to h.:lte 
fascism, but .it helps.' Do vou t"".£.£29.-
nize yourself in th.::it? 

MARY: :ihe11 you loo}.. in the mirror Jo you sec 
yourself? Yeah, very much so. l'eopJ, .. try to 
tell me I'm copping an attituJe because' I'm 
alw:iys conscious of thl' fact that I'm a poor 
anJ blad.. anJ si.nglc mother in 1'-'!Lcrica, try-
ing to l'ke out some kind of l idng .,.·ith low-
p;iying shit jobs. I'd like to be able to Jo 
more than just survin·. They hire hla1.·k peo-
ple because they have to, but there's nothin.: 
that says ttiey have to promote them to 

thcoriz.ing to me; l feel it every day w)ten l ' m 
at work. 

How do you see RAR making a dent on 
the music industry? 

MARY: It's about building an alternutivc 
power base in music. Let ' s build our own 
music industry. We ' <l rather see a protluct. 
that the people bring about than what the 
corporations produce; we've seen what they . 
will give us to put on our turntables. It ' s 
almost a clichc that getting a contract anti 
gaining musical popularity means never being 
able to do what you started out to tlo. Or 
being mechanized out of a studio job, like 
with disco. 

bARs s in 
that a wholesale rejection of disco is 
racist, because the majoritv of black 
and latino kids are discoing down. It 
mJ.ght be mechanical muzak Liut at le":'st 
it's based or. black polyrhythms, wh.ic'1 
''new wave" r.iostly is not. And Andrew 
Kopkind had an article in the VOICE 
Where he argued that the disco strong-
holds are in the 9ay and black conunun-
itics, and that disco has a black and 
female voice indicating that disco 
docs speak 
people . 1iOWWOUld you 

iti\RY: Oh lorJ. I think Tom basically took 
the stance thilt disco is black music anJ it 
should be dcfcnJcu. But it's really not ori-
ginal black music. Its whole structure stri-
kes me as more Euro-technic than anything 
else. It's music maJe by machines . You have 
to have 125 beats per minut.e. There's a whole 
calcul:tte<l psychologr behind it; it's a very 
controlling kind of music. It's geared to 
the masses only in that there's nothing else 
be"ing played. U you're into listening to 
the radio :ind dancing, if that's what you're 
being programmed to listen to, that's what 
you hear. Like they told us at broadca.st 
school; you' n• not here to learn how to ed-
ucate the public, you're here to learn how 
to program them. Oisco is a form of brain· 
washing. If it's geared to the working poor , 
it's because it promises you that Saturday 
night fever after a whole week of taking shit. 
You're never gonnn get nnywhere, you're ne-
ver gonn:i oi.•n a yacht or a house, you' re 
lucky if you get your car p:iiJ off before it 
fol ls :ip:1l't, hut you can go down to 
the disco ;1nJ get anacstheti:eJ. You can al-
w:•)'S go down there and dre:1m. You notice how 
Jisco songs arc either about love or money 
or Saturday nii.:ht? l.ook at the rN·ord Jack-
ets-. Everybody's so sl ich .ind upwardly mohi le. 
IHack people Jccketl to the teeth in je.,.•els 
ant.I furs and posing nc:.t to airplanes - that's 
the 1\meric;1n drC'nm. It'!\ for the who 
i.·ould love to he l>ourgeois; they can buy all 
tht•se ;1Jhums for a nominal pril'.e ..:omp:ired 
to .,.h;1t it i..-ould actu.illy cost to 11\·e that 
life. If you l'.an't have it, <lream of it. 

And rock n ' roll is a rude awaking? 

/>t·\RY: Back in Detroit I used to take the 
radio ;1nJ go sit 111 the closet for hours 
and escapt• insi.Jc my heaJ, fil I it up .,.ith 
Motoi.n anJ th1.• ,\JCS, until I was strong enough 
to !!O out .rnJ fight :igain. To some peopil', 
rock n' roll is the rhvthm of their lit'c. 
(\nd tlw t 's why tht•y' re- hecomi ng so mi Ii L\l\t 
:lbout it. Something !ihe RAil is needed as a 
remi.nJer th;1t we wanna I i\·e. The C'mph;1sis 
isn't only on 1·ock; it's just th:lt /t,\R .,.•as 
!Jorn our of the 1>holc rock mcditun. Rock u 
conglomerate' of bl;1ck. country anJ pop music. 
E1·t'r}'On<' who .iffccteJ by the 
of the \mC'rh:.m drC'am anJ not hl'ing .1hk to 
li\'l' up to lt, thcr<•forc being o.;tra1.·i:<•J 
from that so.:ict.1". h:Ls h:1J i11p11t into 
llc're e.xp;m<lrn_\! into othl'r clr<·lt·s to 
in ;m,] sals.1 anJ hlucs h1.•.:.mst• th;Jl 's 
al I p.1rt of it. ,\J l p;1rt uf rock n' rol \, 
the .,.hi>l1.· rhyth"1. I think peopk ;ire ;1l>k to 
put up "'Ith s.:lilo<·k like thi.• «r;1p .1nJ 
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mellow rock because the rhythm of their lives 
is no longer vibrant or alive. The apath)' has 
to be broken through. People have to get up 
and move. 
How successful was your first benefit 
on June 30th? 

$1 500 of the proceeds will cover our c.x-
we ' 11 use the other half to produce 

the ne,xt concert, which won'.t be a IS-hour 
brouhaha like t.he first , but much more mod-
est with maybe 4 or S bands - and put out 
the first full issue of our newspaper, 
T-ltal Wave Times. 

What ' s it like to moonlight in a M- 0.R. 
beautiful music station? 

MARY: Moonlighting? Daylighting is lllOre like 
it. I must admit that I skipped a few beats 
and just punked out there for a good while . 
I was on welfare and unemployed and doing an 
unpaid 2 AM to 7 AM shol(" at a community radio 
station. Then I had to get practical again 
and decided to find employment .in my field of 
"expertise." So I ended up ::it IV\BL at the 
same time I started organiz.ing RAR. They 
hired me as their Citizen of the Day editor 
and beautiful music receptionist. I write 
radio copy and answer phones from 8: 30 to S. 

What sort of comments do you get about 
your bleached blond hair .and your 
leatherette minis? 

MARY: When I walked in with blonde h.::iir, one 
of the account executives said, "That's just 
what we need around here, another dumb blond." 
I guess l 'm a good conversation piece. So for 
we're all tolerant of one another. When I 
worked at KOIT as .::i radio trainee, I think my 
hair was turquoise and emerald green. I have 
a real schizo.id existence . It's especially 
wci rd when people cal I the station <ind ask for 
Sweet Mary Malice the Black, please. I'd like 
to get off the phone and on the air again, 
but you got.ta eat. I don't have expectations 
of going far in corporate radio, but I ' m 
learning a thing or two about how it works. 
I've learneJ enough to know that I never want 
to sec RAR co-opted by something like corpor· 
ate music. It sucks . 

Isn ' t rock revolt still largely a 
question of style? 

it is now, but we' re using it as 
n means of rediscovering our poh·er. The i.·hole 
1o1hite punk scene, the cholo scene. the baJ:iss 
black Jude trip, every culture has a. dominant 
vibe going through it right now ;1nJ it's 
angry anti it wants relief. You st:irt scrc:im-
ing and screams turn into music. That's 
where our real po.,.·er is. 

What are RAR ' s immediate priori ties? 

\lo'e're working on developing more con-
ta.cts into the communities, more 
minority involvement. They haven't been rhat 
responsive so far because they're put off by 
the 1'holt:' pun}.. person;1. We i.;:mt to do con-
certs in Hunters Point an<l rast Oakland and 
the \lo'e ' ll be doing concert$ once a 
month in different loc•1tions foaruring dif-
fen.•1H music. \\c want to ha\e ii platform 
where at least l>l' can present pcopk on the 
snme stage, ;.inJ expose the music of Jiffcn•nt 
communities to one another and break Jo1.n the 
mistrust hctwl'cn grOUP..S· lt\R i$ a unifying 
force more than anything else. (,•c have 
enough mom')' and 1.hen i.·holc hanJs ;tre join-
ing ;.rnJ ... ant to contract i.;ith u-. to 
concerts, "'c'll d.:-\·elop /t,\l{ ;111J 
st:irt takin!! coucerts on \hl11.mt ·1ours 
;1ru11ntl the country. fh<'y 1 \"l' hel'll doing it 
in 1.ngLmJ, anJ \ron Kay, .,.ho' .,.tth the 

;rnJ i.ho sL.JrtC'd R.\R in \l·.,. 'ork, 
took ii tour frO!:I SH'. [0 .111\1 

!IC'lroit. 
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