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Praise for Down With The System:

“A very satisfying and potent account of Serj Tankian’s wild journey from Beirut to California to Yerevan. It’s a journal recounting the crazy birth of System Of A Down, but it’s also a manifesto about politics and art. It’s cool and it’s hot, just like System. Ultimately, it’s the story of one man’s melding of political fire, creative juices, and spirituality. I loved living inside Serj’s head!”

ERIC BOGOSIAN

“My great friend, Serj Tankian, is not just an influential and groundbreaking musician and singer, but he also has a deep poetic soul which shines through in his songs, his politics, and his personal life. From his thunderous career with System Of A Down to his relentless advocacy for human rights, this book reveals the life of a true artist of the people.”

TOM MORELLO




About the Book

A THOUGHT-PROVOKING AND BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN DEBUT MEMOIR BY MUSICIAN, SONGWRITER, AND LEAD SINGER OF THE GRAMMY AWARD–WINNING BAND SYSTEM OF A DOWN

Serj Tankian will be the first to admit that his band, System Of A Down, is an “unlikely chart-topper.” Blending “wildly aggressive metal riffs, unconventional tempo-twisting rhythms, and Armenian folk melodies, with . . . lyrics that could [quickly] pivot from avantgarde silliness to raging socio-political rants,” Serj concedes, “it’s not easy listening.” And yet, after selling nearly 40 million albums, releasing five full-length albums, and touring five continents, there’s no denying that the band has struck a chord with listeners around the world.

Here, Serj takes readers behind the scenes of his extraordinary life. Born to Armenian parents in Beirut, Serj and his family escape Lebanon’s civil war and immigrate to the “Little Armenia” community of Los Angeles, where Serj grows up learning about the brutal genocide of his ancestors while helping his parents navigate the American Dream. He renounces a classic career track to pursue life as a musician – a decision that leads him to the top of the charts as the lead singer of a hugely popular rock band. In the years that follow, Serj balances artistry and activism, testing what a musician can or can’t do. He faces xenophobia and censorship in the wake of 9/11, teams up with Tom Morello to push social justice causes on metalheads, explores new techniques with Rick Rubin, and urges political leaders worldwide to honour their constituencies – all in pursuit of a creative and compassionate life.

Braiding together Serj’s thought-provoking insight with heartfelt and poetic prose, Down With The System is more than just a rock ’n’ roll fable. It’s an immigrant’s tale, an activist’s awakening, a spiritual journey from darkness toward light.
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When the doors of hope open

To an illuminating silence,

We plead to the gods of industry

To release us from our lives.

Casual neckties embrace phantom genes,

Possessing cellular catastrophes,

As sex scandals dictate

The winding road of Re’al Poli’tic

The bully runs out of his corner,

Images rule through the media,

The hungry hunger further during Thanksgiving,

Where the landowner

Turned urban corporate,

Thanks the native population

For their lands and lives.

“Thank you for letting us fuck you!”

Dormant doorknobs professing decisions

Behind closed doors,

Behind closed minds,

Attractive feudalism,

Commercial Orwellianism,

Global pacification proclamations

Bought for a dollar increase in the minimum wage.

Devaluating nationalism against the dollar.

Repeating the mistakes of former empires.

Security is the deadliest and most misused word

Of the 20th century.

Under the auspices of security,

We murder, loot, and incarcerate.

We fight over the dismantling of others’

Weapons of mass destruction,

While building our sinister influencing programs.

We can feel the End near,

As we lay helpless against the global

Corporate, elitist machine.

Open your eyes,

Open your mouths,

Close your hands,

And make a fist.

Down with the System!
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INTRODUCTION

It was only 5 a.m. and I already felt like I’d been run over by a truck. Sitting on the edge of my hotel bed in Denver with the phone pressed to my ear, I was wondering how it had come to this. On the other end of the line was Howard Stern—well, not just Howard but his whole motley radio show crew—and they were grilling me.

Two weeks earlier, System Of A Down had released our second album, Toxicity, and it was now the number-one album in the country. I think it’s safe to say we were as unlikely a chart-topper as had ever existed in modern music history: a band of Armenian-Americans playing a practically unclassifiable clash of wildly aggressive metal riffs, unconventional tempo-twisting rhythms, and Armenian folk melodies, with me alternately growling, screaming, and crooning lyrics that could pivot from avant-garde silliness to raging socio-political rants in the space of a single line. I’d be the first to admit it: it’s not easy listening. But the news of our surprise chart triumph was drowned out a little by another unexpected event.

The day we hit number one was September 11, 2001.

I was staring at my TV that clear, sunny, horrible Tuesday morning as I watched the second airplane hit the World Trade Center. Like most other people, I was in absolute shock. How did this happen? Who would do such a thing? And why? Politicians and many in the media quickly offered pat explanations like “they hate our freedoms.” But I understood the history of the Middle East, I read the New York Times, I read The Economist, and that kind of oversimplification didn’t sit quite right with me. Ultimately, I hunkered down and did what I always do when I’m trying to get my head around something I can’t quite figure out: I wrote. Two days after the attacks, I posted my thoughts in the form of an essay titled “Understanding Oil” on the band’s website.

“Terror is not a spontaneous human action without credence,” I wrote. “People just don’t hijack planes and commit harakiri without any weight of thought to the action.” In the subsequent paragraphs, I dove deep into US foreign policy, particularly the steep price of our oil consumption. I explained that the 9/11 attacks were “a reaction to existing injustices around the world, generally unseen to most Americans.” There was a long, sordid history to consider. The US government had secured oil concessions from Turkey through secret deals after World War I in return for ignoring the Armenian Genocide, which was perpetrated by the Turks. It had also overthrown a democratically elected leader in Iran and replaced him with a king in order to get access to that country’s resources. The American government even allied with both Saddam Hussein and the Taliban when it suited their perceived interests. The sanctions in Iraq were contributing to mass suffering there, because they usually hurt the poor disproportionately.

The closer you looked, the less shocking the 9/11 attacks actually were. I could already sense the gathering thirst for vengeance throughout the country and was worried about the consequences of acting on it. “If we carry out bombings in Afghanistan or elsewhere to appease public demand and very likely kill innocent civilians along the way,” I wrote, “we’ll be creating many more martyrs going to their deaths in retaliation against the retaliation.” Instead, I suggested a multilateral approach, one that would bring the terrorists responsible to international justice.

Most everything in that essay would be echoed by many others in the months and years to come. A lot of it has become conventional wisdom now. But at the time it was posted, two days after 9/11, it did not go over well. At all. The way a lot of people viewed it was like this: the whole nation is in shock and mourning, and the lead singer of one of the most popular bands in the country is suggesting that we might have brought this upon ourselves. That it’s our fault. That’s an overly reductive way to interpret what I was saying, but I get it.

This was the pre-social-media era, so the backlash didn’t come as the all-consuming digital tidal wave you might get today, but it came all the same. I was condemned in newspapers, on music websites, and all over the radio, including by Howard Stern, who was arguably the country’s most popular and influential media personality in those days. Our record label insisted that we take the essay down off our website and for the first and only time in my life, I acquiesced to such a request. The pressure was that intense. Notably, a lot of the anger at me and at the band had a xenophobic tinge. We were pilloried as immigrants from the Middle East who had the nerve to criticize the country that had taken us in and given us opportunities. (Although Armenia is not actually in the Middle East, no one was getting hung up splitting geographical hairs.)

The night before I got on the phone for Howard’s show, I’d had a meeting with my bandmates at that same hotel. They weren’t much happier with me than everyone else was. They’d all dreamed of what we’d just achieved—a number-one album—and that success was being drowned out by death threats and accusations that we were all traitors. This was the band’s big moment, and my essay was threatening to ruin it for us all. At that meeting, the first thing our guitarist Daron said to me was, “Are you trying to get us all killed?” I remember telling him that what I wrote was the truth, that it was all verifiable.

“Who cares that it’s the truth?!” Now it was John, our drummer, going at me. He later compared it to giving a eulogy at a funeral and calling the dead guy an asshole in front of his grieving family and friends. It may be the truth, but it’s not a very smart (or sensitive) thing to do.

“It’s not a good time to talk about this,” he said.

I was very apologetic to the guys. I had naively thought that in a democracy you could always tell the truth.

Going on Stern’s radio show the morning that our tour was kicking off was seen as necessary damage control. I knew my job was to go on the air and calm everyone down. Rick Rubin, who’d produced both of our first two albums and was also the head of our record label, knew Stern and had helped set up the call. He also gave me some key advice: “Don’t try to challenge Howard. It won’t go over well if you do. Just try to pivot him into talking about government abuses and things like that. He understands that the US government has done some bad shit in the past.”

So that’s how I found myself, sweating it out on the phone before the sun even came up in Denver. The odd thing about all the criticism I’d been getting was that because the essay had been taken down off the website, very few people had actually read it. This included Howard, Robin, and everyone else in Howard’s studio that morning. All they’d read was someone else’s skewed report summarizing what I’d written.

I could tell from the minute I got on the phone that Howard and his crew were ginned up for a rip-roaring argument. I didn’t take the bait. I declined to try to summarize my three-page essay into a tight soundbite for them. Every time they lobbed an accusation at me, I’d calmly pivot, just like Rick suggested. Rather than elaborate on the US government’s mistakes, I explained that “all governments commit injustices.” When I was asked about the dire human consequences of the no-fly zone and the embargo against Iraq, I merely pointed to the New York Times’ reporting on the subject. I admitted that posting my essay when I did was, if nothing else, certainly a case of bad timing.

No matter what I did or didn’t say, it seemed like Howard was fired up with righteous indignation, and his whole cohort acted like it was their patriotic duty to put me in my place. I can vividly recall staring out the window of my hotel room during that phone call and seeing the Denver Coliseum across the street. We were set to perform there that same night. Massive American flags were displayed on screens outside the arena, with “God Bless America” playing on a loop from the speakers. That kind of stuff was everywhere in those days. Politicians, newscasters, journalists, hell, even the front-desk staff at our hotel were wearing flag pins on their lapels. It was as if the flag itself had become some sort of universal marker to delineate what had become an all-consuming question in those weeks after 9/11: Are you with us or against us? Later that same day, George W. Bush framed it that way in an address to Congress: “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.” And that’s kind of what that call with Howard was; it was his way of sussing out whether I—and by extension, our whole band—was with the US or against it. There was no middle ground, no room for nuance.

At one point, Howard asked flat out whether we hated America.

“No, we love America!” I responded.

It was true. I did and do love America. But I don’t think I’d ever felt less a part of it than I did in that moment.

All four of my grandparents survived the Armenian Genocide. My parents met in Beirut, where I was born. We lived there until I was seven, when we fled the civil war in Lebanon and emigrated to California. I couldn’t speak English well, didn’t understand the culture, and grew up in a community near Los Angeles that was heavily populated with Armenian-Americans. But I don’t think I’ve ever felt more like an immigrant, an outsider, than I did that day on the phone with Howard Stern.

That said, I guess the interview helped put the pin back in the grenade, so to speak. I’m sure some crisis PR firm could point to it as a masterclass in deflection. But I didn’t feel great about it. To this day, it still bothers me. I’m not angry at Howard or anyone else; I’m disappointed with myself. I have no regrets about writing the essay, but I have lots of regrets about not defending it more vigorously. I pulled my punches. It was a difficult moment to stand up for the truth, and though I’d initially done so by writing that essay, when the heat got turned up, I wilted a little.

Look, it was an intense moment. People were freaked out. When you’d turn on the TV, there was a rolling ticker along the bottom of the screen tracking the death toll from the attacks and offering up context-free quotes from experts and public officials predicting where the next targets might be—water treatment plants, nuclear facilities, public gatherings. Our tour—which was called, I shit you not, “The Pledge of Allegiance Tour” (a title that, it should be noted, had been chosen months earlier)—had to be delayed because travel was completely shut down across the country. We were one of the first bands back out on the road, and just the idea of getting thousands of people together in an arena seemed wildly risky. In the case of our tour, the danger was further ramped up based on the domestic threats and hate being directed at us.

Our first single, “Chop Suey!,” had essentially been banned from the radio. The song’s chorus—“I don’t think you trust in my self-righteous suicide / I cry when angels deserve to die”—did feel like a surreal reference to the disturbing events of 9/11, though obviously it was written long before that. But the ban itself was just a misguided knee-jerk effort by the country’s largest radio conglomerate, Clear Channel, to prohibit songs they felt might upset listeners already distraught by the attacks. I suppose “Chop Suey!” was an obvious candidate for this list of banned songs, certainly more obvious than some of the others (which included John Lennon’s “Imagine,” Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World,” and Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge over Troubled Water”).

Amid all this tension and paranoia, maybe it’s understandable that I backed down. I can look back on it now and see that if I had really tried to speak my mind at the time, to challenge the jingoistic fervor that had taken a hold of the country, it almost certainly would’ve fallen on deaf ears. No one wanted to hear that shit, and they definitely didn’t want to hear it on “The Howard Stern Show.” As Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky put it in their book, Manufacturing Consent, if you try to question the premise of the system in a thirty-second soundbite, you’ll come off looking like a madman. I was there to defuse a bomb, to quiet the death threats, to make sure more radio stations didn’t drop us from their playlists, to keep our tour on track, to convince my bandmates I was still part of the team.

There had always been a feeling within System that I cared more about our message and our political activism than I cared about the band itself. Ultimately, this was probably more true than I realized or was willing to admit at the time. My bandmates had all grown up with dreams of being rock stars. I hadn’t. I loved music, but my artistic journey was still very much in its infancy; in fact, I’d never studied or even really played music growing up, and it wasn’t until college when this passion really took off. I had a whole life—interesting, multilayered, diverse—before music became my everything. I was an activist long before I was an artist and I have never wanted to be one of those vacant souls who speaks to millions but talks to no one. In that moment, though, the most important thing seemed to be not fucking up everything for my friends—or worse.

People sometimes ask me how excited I was when Toxicity came out and hit number one, but all I remember is being unbelievably stressed out. The fact is I had just turned thirty-four and didn’t really have the emotional and spiritual tools to deal with that kind of anxiety back then. I’d recently started meditating, but in the early days of my spiritual practice, I mistook passivity for nonaggression. When Howard was coming for me, I knew how to defuse his hostility, but not how to answer it. I hadn’t learned the virtues of compassionate confrontation. This wasn’t something I could simply read about or take a class on. It would take years, much experience, and the near collapse of System Of A Down for me to fully understand it. Even today, it’s an ongoing process.

Just before I got off the phone with Howard, he wrapped up the segment by saying, “Serj came in here and he said the right things.” If anything drives home the shortcomings of my appearance on his show, it’s that sentence. I’ve never wanted to be the guy who says all the right things to make everyone feel better. That’s not to say I’m trying to upset people, but rather, my life’s work has always been about learning how to deliver hard truths at difficult moments in ways people will hear them. That was kind of the whole point of System Of A Down. Or at least, it was for me.

There is no doubt that morning on Howard Stern’s show was an opportunity lost. I had a lot to say about American foreign policy, about our country’s history of intervention in the Middle East, about how freedom of speech itself is always the first casualty of war—but I didn’t. I let my actions be dictated by fear. Fear of ridicule. Fear of ostracism. Fear of violence. Fear, frankly, that my bandmates would never forgive me. But I like to think that the lesson I took from that failure was more important than the failure itself. It’s at those moments when no one wants to hear the truth that it’s so important to tell it.

Now I knew what it felt like to hold my tongue when it most needed to be unleashed. And I vowed that I would never let it happen again.
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