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LAYABOUTS 
Profile of a 
Community 
Band 
by Don Alexander 

THIS IS A FUN ALBUM TO REVIEW. 
Unlike some political bands whose 
politics are better than their music, the 
music of the Layabouts is as good as 
their politics. There is nothing particu
larly original about the Layabouts' 
music or about the concepts they ex
plicate in their lyrics: they borrow free
ly from other sources, but they do so 
with considerable flair. Their apparent 
facility in switching from genre to 
genre derives from the diverse ethnic 
backgrounds of their members, the 
core of the group consisting of three 
Brits, two native Detroiters, one Black 
Detroiter of Panamanian parentage, 
and a member from the Dominican 
Republic. 

The Layabouts are truly a commun
ity band, having lived and worked in 
Detroit's Cass Corridor since the 
band's inception. The Corridor (near 
Detroit's Wayne State University) was 
a hive of counter-cultural activity in 
the late 60's and retains a string of 
neighborhood bars and political and 
cultural networks which have nourish
ed the band and provided its base of 
support. Band members are loosely af
fil i a t e d  w i t h  T h e  Fifth Es tate 
(America's oldest "underground") 
newspaper, and at least one of the 
band members publishes his own con
coction called The Daily Barbarian. 
The group has achieved considerable 
local success, attracting youthful fans 
from Detroit's faraway suburbs, and 
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has returned the favour by holding 
block parties, benefits and remaining 
politically active in the communit}}, 

If the band's practice has been to act· 
locally, their concerns on vinyl are of a 
distinctly global nature. Their No 
Masters! album (their first) features a 
send-up on the cover of RCA Victor, 
with "Max the Wonder Dog" wreaking 
havoc on "his master's" Victorla and 
record collection, hence the title No 
Masters! Their ten songs cover all the 
bases of our contemporary civilization 
as if to suggest that only the most 
totalistic rejection can match the gravi
ty of our current crisis. Consider the 
statement on their lyric sheet (a special 
edition of the aforementioned Daily 
Barbarian) : 

We want to see a world without armies, 
police, leaders, governments and all the 
!hings that are presently ensuring the 
starvation and poverty of millions 
worldwide. But this new world can only 
come about through a radical transfor
mation of society ... 

No subtlety here; the Layabouts 
wear their politics on their sleeves. 
And this might pose a problem except 
for the eminently infectious quality of 
their music, which prevents the lyrics 
from seeming overly pedantic. "Fucka
lot", for instance, is a Reichian gloss on 
the role .of sexual repression in cement
ing the status quo, set to a joyous 
English Beat ska-style number, sweet
ened with a little fiddle work. "School-
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boys", on the socialization of the 
young, is a straight-ahead rocker with 
lots of blistering lead guitar apd some 
Jerry Goodwin violin. "Too Late", 
sung very capably by a friend of the 
band, is a paean to the human spirit, 
homage to the rose amidst a tangle of 
thorns. It combines soul vocal stylings 
with a solid reggae backbeat. "Govern
ments Lie" (''I'm not talking only 'bout 
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some of 'em, I mean every single one of 
'em") is a high speed funk attack with 
lots of vibrant bass (it's good to hear 
real - as opposed to synthesized - in
struments). "Millennia Man", the last 
song on the first side, would satisfy the 
most hard-core Pink Floyd fan. Like 
Floyd, it presents a bleak vision of our 
highly technical civilization and its 
developmental hubris: 

Whenever there's a call for reason 
A need to criticize the master plan 
The great builders scream 'It's treason' 
To interfere with Millennia Man 

Despite their iconoclastic anti-civili-
zation message (a perspective they 
share with The Fifth Estate and the late 
Fredy Perlman, a well-respected anti
tech writer and publisher), the Lay
abouts bring an entirely accessible pop 
sensibility to their music. 

The second side starts out with "}o-

, hannesburg", a hymn to the freedom 
movement in South Africa, building 
from a single voice to a choir employ
ing African harmonies. The song ends 
with a coda of drumming, featuring 
the Layabouts entire rhythm section of 
congas, timbales, drums and assorted 
percussion instruments. "Police Reac
tion" is an ulHempo punkoid number, 

. rather like the Dead Kennedys brought 
down to earth. ''I'm Tired", ska, is a 
bratty response to the tedium of daily 
life. "Seven Minutes" deals with the 
nightmare of nuclear war, but avoids 
heavy-handedness by matching the 
lyrics with a disarmingly sweet musical 
ballad. "B Movie", the last song, is a 
raving calypso number about Reagan's 
private fantasy world and the people 
who buy into it. All in all, the 
Layabouts' No Masters is a well
produced effort, thanks to the talents 
of many volunteers. The record was 
produced without any corporate assis
tance, and its profits are being returned 
to the community in the form of monies 
to feed hungry residents of the Cass 
Corridor. At the same time, the 'bouts 
dissociate themselves from mainstream 
"charity" efforts, claiming that "world 
hunger is a necessary and unavoidable 
consequence of life under a global 
economy of money and power." 

To order a copy of the Layabouts' 
record, send $8.50 (U.S.) to The Daily 
Barbarian, Box 02455, Detroit, MI 
48202 (cheques should be made out to: 
The Daily Barbarian). 

Don Alexander 
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