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Abstract

This thesis examines the role of music, power and DIY (sub)culture involved in resistance to
hegemonic discourses of gender, sexuality and feminism (re)circulated within dominant society
and culture. In particular, attention is focused upon young peoples’ experiences within riot grrrl
and contemporary queer feminist music (sub)cultures situated within the fabric of social change
and protest cultures of contemporary Britain. A critical interdisciplinary approach and set of
qualitative methodologies were employed to understand music as collective social action that
incorporated (i) oral histories of British riot grrrl, (ii) an auto/ethnography of DIY queer
feminist (sub)cultural life, and (iii) case studies of queer and feminist amateur music-makers. I
argue that music provides participants with a set of vital spatial, emotional and sonic resources
to provoke radical political imaginaries, identities, communities and life-courses into being. In
the context of a neo-liberal post-feminist consumer society, the creation of DIY queer feminist
music (sub)culture attempts to resist the disarticulation of feminism and the dominant regulation
of gender and sexual diversities. These social practices offer critical insights into the
continuities of the (sub)cultural resistance of girls, young women and queers throughout modern
history and demands the recognition of (sub)cultural resistance as crucial to British feminism

within the wider transformations of protest and activism in contemporary society.
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Introduction

The central goal of this thesis is to conduct a comprehensive exploration and analysis of the
significance of young people’s music participation within the context of wider social change in
genders and sexualities in contemporary Britain. I demonstrate how everyday lived participatory
practice in riot grrrl and queer feminist (sub)cultures are central to the construction of a radical
political imaginary (McRobbie 2009). Young people collectively struggled to rework their
immediate (sub)cultural situations, to bring new politicised possibilities into being that resisted
the dominant regulation of diverse genders, sexualities and feminisms, and disrupied the
(re)production of a hegemonic social order in their everyday lives. This offered pénicipants the
possibility to challenge phobic hetero-gendered representations produced in dominant consumer
cultures embedded within neo-liberal, post-feminist and normalisation agendas. Innovative
spatial, sonic and visual tactics were used to disrupt the (re)production of compulsory
heterosexuality and masculine entitlements within (sub)culture and wider society. Participants,
predominantly girls and young women, articulated subversive non-normative genders,
sexualities and feminisms to co-produce different ways of being and living beyond the
constraints of heteronormativity, homonormativity and hetero-femininity. This historical
continuity of (sub)cultural participations of girls, young women and queers is termed ‘DIY
queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance’ to acknowledge a widespread legacy of unconventional
activisms and creativities that span other eras, social groups and places. Therefore, this thesis
argues that a greater recognition of DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance promises a more
comprehensive insight into contemporary transformations in feminist activism and queer life in

Britain.

This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter one comprises a critical assessment of literature
that interrogates the dialectic of power and resistance in the negotiation of genders, sexualities
and feminisms within culture. I critically evaluate relevant scholarship from a range of
disciplines, including queer cultural theory, girl studies and sociology, to mark out an alarming
absence of the comprehensive study of the music participations of radical girls and young
women within (sub)cultural life. I then outline the enduring legacy of girls’ cultural subversions
within self-publication, cyberspace and film-making. In particular I link girls and women’s use
of music, and the processes involved in securing public space for non-normative genders and
sexualities, with the emergence of feminist and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
social movements. I also survey current research on riot grrrl and queercore music (sub)cultures
to reveal a dominant bias towards a historically specific US origin narrative of riot grrrl. The
absence of adequate knowledge and understanding of the (sub)cultural resistance of girls and

women in other geographical locations and historical eras motivated an exploration of the
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continuities of radical girls and young women’s music (sub)cultural resistance within

contemporary British culture.

Chapter two provides a detailed analytical discussion of the methodological peculiarities and
challenges of this interdisciplinary project. As a (sub)cultural producer and scholar, I reflexively
assess how my position has shaped the current research project in relation to access, data
production, ethical dilemmas, research with friends, and a lack of boundaries between the
‘home’ and ‘field’. I then critique disciplinary boundaries that have restricted the study of girl
and young women’s (sub)cultural participations to privilege the analysis of a particular cultural
object. I argue against a conventional tendency to understand music as an object and chart the
development of feminist and queer musicologies to construct ‘no wave’ feminist music studies.
This approach situates music as collective social action. It advocates the study of the social uses
of music by non-expert audiences, fans and music-makers within a range of ephemeral spaces
and moments. Studying music in this situated manner opens up possibilities for understanding
the role of music and music (sub)culture in the (re)articulation of feminism in a global society in
which music-makers are increasingly recognised as contemporary feminist leaders (Reger
2007). I then outline my methods employed in the study as three interrelated empirical studies
involving, (i) oral histories of British riot grrrl, (ii) an auto/ethnography of DIY queer feminist

(sub)culture, and (iii), case studies of queer and/or feminist DIY music-makers.

Chapter three focuses on British riot grrrl and draws upon oral histories with a variety of
participants to explore the critical challenges that riot grrrl posed to dominant norms of hetero-
feminine girlhood and masculine entitlements in (sub)culture. In particular I emphasise the
construction of a distinctive British riot grrrl discourse situated within the specific socio-
political climate and protest cultures of Britain in the 1990s. I then address the contentious
struggle over riot grrrl representation that was particular to British riot grrrl. I emphasise how
close relationships between riot grrrl protagonists and music journalists, alongside dominant
media production practices, created an explosion of publicity that inevitably (re)produced
cultural fears of feminism and counter-hegemonic femininities. I then develop an in-depth
discussion of the Bikini Kill and Huggy Bear joint UK tour in 1993 to explore how riot grrrl, as
a set of fluid and contested participatory actions, was used to produce a communal emotional
experience of feminism for girls and young women that could be applied to their everyday lives.
I also assess the decline of riot grrrl and emphasise how riot grrrl experiences enabled the

negotiation of radical life-courses and participation in political activism.

Chapter four explores the contemporary continuation of riot grrrl within the actions of
contemporary (sub)cultural producer-fans and music-makers. I argue that the presence of
Ladyfest and Queeruption at the turn of the 21* century reinvigorated interest in the face-to-face

organisation of politicised music events and enabled the formation of small-scale DIY queer
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feminist collectives across Britain. These social processes enabled the co-creation of DIY
(sub)cultural solutions to address various problematic experiences within everyday social,
cultural and political spaces. The construction of intimacy was critical within small-scale sonic
spaces and informed the construction of sonic, spatial and stylistic tactics in DIY (sub)cultural
productions. Producer-fans and music-makers reordered sound and space to produce emotional
and embodied experiences of intimacy, activation and participation. Music was a crucial
transformative resource for queer feminists to articulate queer genders, sexualities and
feminisms that questioned the viability of dominant categories. DIY (sub)cultural resistance
offered a grassroots tool with which marginalised queer feminist subjects could attempt to

regain control over a phobic society.

However chapter five — ‘DIY Fragilities’ — takes a critical look at the redeployment of power
within queer feminist collectives and small groups. In particular, problematic experiences of
burnout, crisis, trashing, and the (re)production of ‘race’, class and gender, embedded within
everyday social processes of DIY queer feminist (sub)culture, are critically discussed.
Nonetheless I emphasise the productive role of crisis in social movements, and remain
optimistic of the potential for future transformations of feminism into a multi-agenda praxis. I
then challenge the dominant frameworks available to comprehend social movements and take
issue with the tendency to evaluate social movements based on narrow definitions of protest and
activism that discount (sub)cultural resistance. I conclude the chapter by contemplating the
long-term impacts that DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance has had, and still has, upon

British culture and society.

Overall this thesis makes various innovative contributions to the current academic study of
gender, sexuality, music (sub)culture and feminist social movements in contemporary Britain.
In an era in which prominent feminist subcultural scholar Angela McRobbie has dismissed the
relevance of feminist subcultures to the experience of contemporary young women, and US-
based accounts of contemporary queer subcultural life in the work of Judith Halberstam
dominate the study of queer subcultures, this thesis addresses the alarming absence of academic
attention to girls’ and young women’s (sub)cultural productivity in riot grrrl and queer feminist
music (sub)cultures based in Britain. The critical interdisciplinary ethnographic approaches
employed in this study of music and music (sub)culture advocate a shift away from the
traditional analysis of a sound object — created by professional musicians within the music
industry — towards the study of amateur and DIY music as collective social action in everyday
life. This perspective enables a situated and comprehensive understanding of young people’s
music participation to emerge as a set of fluid cultural, spatial and emotional processes that can
be used to transform social situations, identities and life-courses. In relation to the riot grrrl and
queer feminist music (sub)cultures explored, musics offer a crucial medium to resist hegemonic

discourses of gender and sexuality and the disarticulation of feminism perpetuated in dominant
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phobic consumer cultures and validate different ways of being and doing diverse genders,
sexualities and feminisms. In contrast to the widespread academic and popular rejection of riot
grrrl musics, this thesis discusses the long-term and wider positive impacts of girls® music
participations. These impacts — including the creation of a generation of politicised individuals
and agitation of a girl-positive ‘collective consciousness’ within British society — illustrate the
productive connections between music and broader social change. Taking into account wider
transformations in sociological understandings of protest and activism, the arguments presented
make a case for the recognition of the radical role of music and music (sub)culture in the history
and contemporary presence of feminism, LGBT and queer activisms. However, it is important
to acknowledge that riot grrrl and queer feminist (sub)cultures represent only a couple of
moments within a vast continuum of ‘DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance’. This long-
standing legacy of radical girls’ and young women’s politicised cultural productivity — currently
unrecognised as feminism — present throughout history often occur within unanticipated groups
outside and alongside publicly recognisable feminist organisations. Despite the personal
devastation experienced within internal crises over gender, ‘race’ and class in collective
structures, the study of DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance offers vital glimpses into the

future transformations of feminist politics and social movements.
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Chapter One

Literature Review: All right, this time just the girls

This chapter aims to assess the current academic landscape that interrogates the relationships
between music (sub)culture, power and resistance in the negotiation of genders, sexualities and
feminisms in contemporary society. Twisting and turning through intersections of cultural
studies, girl studies, sociology, popular music studies, queer geography, queer cultural theory,
gay and lesbian studies, and queer histories, this chapter provokes an increasing sense of
urgency over who and what is being obscured from current narratives. I argue that a nuanced
consideration of the continuous and situated (sub)cultural resistance of queer girls and young
women is crucial for British feminist scholarship and queer feminist possibilities. Everyday
music participation in DIY queer feminist (sub)cultures represents vital contemporary sites for
resisting, reworking and reordering dominant life trajectories and models of gender, sexuality,

and feminism in the UK.

1.1 Theorising contemporary (popular) culture, hegemony and power

1.1.1 Culture in the Frankfurt tradition

In his 1981 book Culture, Raymond Williams explored the development of the study of culture
from a sociological perspective. He argued that the meaning of “culture’, which once referred to
the processes of cultivating crops, animals and the human mind, shifted in the eighteenth
century to signify a spirit that informed a general way of life for a particular society. Early
understandings of culture attempted to comprehend how this generalised spirit was manifested
in specific cultural activities. Studies asked questions about how the interests and values of a
social group were expressed through its art, language and intellectual activities. In this
formulation the flow of power took a ‘top down’ approach, where culture was conceptualised as
the direct manifestation of an established social order. A critical twist in the study of culture
came from the recognition that culture may not derive from an established social order, but
rather, that culture is implicated in the constitution of the social order. Culture could then be
understood as ‘the signifying system through which necessarily (though among other means) a
social order is communicated, reproduced, experienced and explored’ (Williams 1981, p. 13).
This paradigm shift extended the field of culture to include the role of activities like fashion,

advertising, popular music and journalism in shaping our experiences of social order.

This expanded meaning of culture was particularly attractive for critical theorists who emerged

within the Marxist-inspired Frankfurt tradition. These theorists linked the manipulation of
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culture to the bourgeois dominance of working-class populations. Control of the working class
could be assured through the consolidation of ‘high’ culture in which bourgeois norms, values
and aesthetics were elevated as the dominant common sense. This misidentification with, and
privileging of bourgeois norms, meant that the working class became invested in reproducing,
rather than resisting, the dominant status quo. Mass-culture theorists Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer (1995 [1944]) focussed on the role of the cultural industries in the reproduction of
hegemony via ‘low’ culture. In this pessimistic account the cultural industries were held
responsible for the creation of a market of escapist pleasures that could effectively pacify the
wider population and reify capitalism. In his influential paper On Popular Music, Adorno (1990
[1941]) argued that mass-produced popular music is standardised, pseudo-individualised and
pre-digested. Adorno believed that the music industry manipulates music for mass consumption,
under a guise of free choice, in order to initiate conformity in its listeners. Within these accounts
the Frankfurt school subscribed to a ‘top-down’ repressive conceptualisation of power,
focussing on culture produced by, and invested in, the interests of dominant institutions and
industries. Mass culture was constructed as a monolithic capitalist machine engineered to induce
conformity in populations of cultural dupes. Mass cultural theorists remained unable and
unwilling to account for the pleasures people gain from consuming popular culture, considering
enjoyment as an expression of false consciousness. Mass cultural theory also denied the

potential for resistance within the fabric of popular culture.

Other theorists did manage to open up the possibilities for culture to be used in ‘bottom-up’
resistance to the status quo. For instance, Gramsci (1971 [1929-1935]) stressed the importance
of the working classes in the creation of their own culture that could resist the naturalised
common sense advocated by the dominant order. Additionally, the writings of Walter Benjamin
permitted brief glimpses of the political potential of popuiar culture. Benjamin (1936) argued
that the technological advances of photography and film challenged traditional notions of
authenticity in art and created new modes of cultural participation, active spectatorship, and
mass political mobilisation. Furthermore, for Benjamin (1934), art became detached from its
original aesthetic function to take on a new politicised role - to articulate revolutionary relations

of production and consumption.

To summarise, within the Frankfurt school, culture could be broadly understood as a social
practice involved in the negotiation of class hegemony. Probably owing to the historical, social
and political contexts in which the Frankfurt tradition developed, mass culture was commonly
characterised as the puppet of dominant ideologies. This approach leaves little space to think
about cultural resistance within hegemonic power structures. In order to articulate a more
satisfactory conceptualisation of culture and power in modern society the work of Michel

Foucault and John Fiske becomes crucial.
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1.1.2 Foucault & Fiske: Popular culture and power beyond the dupe

One major element of Foucault’s groundbreaking work was his capillary model of modem
power. Foucault argued that in modern society power no longer emanated from one centralised
elite authority that ruthlessly controlled the life choices of some groups over others. Instead,
according to Foucault, power is dispersed and deployed from diverse positions throughout

society:

Power is exercised from innumerable points. Power is employed and exercised
through a netlike organisation [...] individuals circulate between its threads; they
are always in a position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising power.
They are not only its inert or consenting targets; they are also elements of its
articulation (1988, p. 54-5)

In Foucault’s genealogy of modern power, cultures and identities have no fixed meaning, innate
nature, or ideology, but are instead understood as sets of historically contingent practices.
Consequently, the trajectory of Foucault’s work has followed the discursive processes through
which knowledge, sexuality, madness and criminality are regulated and controlled (1972; 1973;
1977; 1979; 1986; 1988). In society, ‘different ways of speaking about and knowing the world’
(Driscoll 2002, p. 4), known as ‘discourses’, are thought to circulate and compete for
hegemonic status. These discursive regimes are inflected with forms of social constraint. For
instance, in the realm of popular culture, cultural industries harbour a powerful ability to
reproduce, rework and resist hegemonic discourses of gender, sexuality and feminism within
society. Industries embedded within global capitalist interests need to regulate the production of
profitable new products and marketable demographics. Questions have been raised concerning
the hegemonic representations of gender, sexuality and feminism within cultural objects
produced within these networks (Hinds & Stacey 2001; Kruse 2002; Whiteley 2000; Bayton
1998; Leonard 2007). Various researchers differently aligned within the ‘production of culture’
perspective (see Peterson & Anand 2004) have interrogated how wider shifts in employment
practiées and global economic pressures have impacted on the cultural industries (Forde 2001;
McRobbie 2002, 2009; Negus 1998). The strategies and practices at work within cultural
industries can (re)produce discourses that perpetuate inequalities in society. Within this context
the symbiotic and conflicted interplay between cultural industries and subcultural producers can
be understood as (sub)cultural production. Therefore, incorporating Foucault’s ideas of power
and discourse within the situated constitution of culture and identity, (sub)cultural production
refers to the processes whereby differently positioned groups and individuals compete to assert
representational power in the public consciousness in the context of an increasingly
sophisticated struggle of power and resistance between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic

discourses.
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Foucault described how new tactics and techniques of power had developed within institutions
in order to discipline problematic subjects and preserve the status quo. One well-known tactic
that Foucault elaborated on is the idea of a new visibility, ‘the gaze® (1977). This technique
made people visible in new ways, as a case, object and target, to be surveilled and regulated by
a spectator. In modern situations, Foucault argued, constraining forces can no longer be thought
of as external to the self as individuals internalise this gaze and engage in self-surveillance;
effectively regulating their own gestures, actions, bodies and desires in relation to discursive
regimes. In this manner modern power relations are invasive, taking hold of us at a subjective
level in the constitution of our identities, bodies and everyday practices. Foucault’s
sophisticated notion of modern power troubles the idea that culture can be controlled by a single
authority and consumed by a population of cultural dupes: power and resistance are actively
negotiated in the textures of everyday life and culture. In her critique, Nancy Fraser (1989)
argued that Foucault’s notion of modern power provides the empirical conceptual basis for a
politicisation of everyday life, allowing for an expansion of the boundaries of activism beyond
state-centred political orientations, to explore how people can confront, understand and seek
change in their own lives. Therefore, Foucault helps us understand how culture and everyday

life can be implicated as sites for the negotiation of wider structures of power and social order.

The work of communication and arts professor John Fiske elaborates on the importance of
culture in the construction of meaning and identity in society: ‘culture is the constant process of
producing meanings of and from our social experience, and such meanings necessarily produce
a social identity for the people involved’ (1990, p. 1). Subsequently my notion of culture is
grounded within a desire to understand the social processes whereby individuals and groups
discursively construct lifestyles, artefacts and modes of expression that give contemporary life
meaning. Culture is a critical site of discourse and meaning production; it helps us elucidate our
experiences and subjectivity in a specific time and place. Furthermore, Fiske recognises that
culture is embedded in struggles of power, situating culture as a rich sphere for negotiating
resistant and productive pleasures. He reminds us that, although the processes of creating
culture will always take place in relation to a social system of ‘white patriarchal capitalism’,
culture can intervene in the future of this system through maintaining and disrupting the
normative flow of power: ‘culture (and its meanings and pleasures) is a constant succession of
social practices; it is therefore inherently political, it is centrally involved in the distribution and

possible redistribution of various forms of social power’ (1990, p. 1).

Fiske argues against mass-culture theorists’ negative conception of a population of passive
cultural dupes, and, alternatively, insists that popular culture contains the potential for
pleasurable, progressive and empowered readings dependent on a reader’s position within the
wider social structure. The meanings of popular culture do not solely derive from an established

hegemony, but are instead fractured, contradictory and contain an uncontrollable excess that can
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lead to numerous unpredictable interpretations. Fiske (1989) points to an example of a woman’s
acquisition of an empowered reading of the television series Cagney and Lacey based upon her
own everyday experiences of gender discrimination, a reading that someone who is more
complicit with a patriarchal system may fail to access. This finding is similar to the arguments
put forward by feminist researchers interested in women’s consumption of ideologically
questionable popular culture. Jacqueline Bobo (1989; 1995; 1998) elucidated black women’s
active recuperations of potentially negative representations of black women in the film
adaptation of The Color Purple. Similarly, Janice Radway (1991) described the possibilities for
subversive pleasures within women’s acts of reading romance novels. Therefore, the pleasures
that people experience from popular culture arise only through the viewers® ability to create
meanings based upon their experiénces of marginalisation. Popular culture and media, as a set
of available institutional resources, can be used to construct and produce identities (Kelly 2004).
Popular cultural participation can be thought of as a crucial social process, negotiating the link
between everyday experience and wider structural forces. Everyday cultural participation can be
reconceived as a ‘series of tactical manoeuvres against the strategy of the colonizing forces’

(Fiske 1989, p. 161).
1.1.3 Power & Resistance: Controlling radical pleasures

Foucault regarded power and resistance as highly interdependent; like two sides of the same
coin, as he asserted, ‘there are no relations of power without resistance’ (1980, p. 142). Modern
power is also ‘self-amplifying’, meaning that power does not attempt to quash or negate any
opposition, but instead accommodates it within its practices. Modern cultural history is littered
with examples of the co-optation of avant-garde countercultures into ‘high’ cultural and political
institutions. For instance, Caroline Levine (2007) details how in the late 1940s the CIA
supported several funding bodies and cultural organisations in an attempt to glorify the US.
Central to the US national identity were the concepts of democracy and the American dream.
These ideologies championed neo-liberal beliefs that construct America as a fair and equal
society within which the most marginalised voices in society can acheive success and
legitimacy. The CIA covertly supported a number of radical abstract expressionist artists, like
Jackson Pollock, to promote the idea of America as a crucial site for artistic freedom and
expression. Consequently, any popular rejection of these artists further bolstered the idea that
the US was truly a free democracy. This accommodation of radical countercultures and avant-
gardes can amplify the grip of discursive regimes upon the public consciousness, as Nancy
Fraser states: ‘modern power [...] increases its own force in the course of its exercise. It does
this by not negating opposing forces but rather by utilising them, by linking them up as transfer
points within its own circuitry’ (1989, p. 24).
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This leads to a dilemma over claims of political agency and complicates the traditional
agency/structure binary that dominates sociological thought. Many sociological theories view
identity as the product of an interaction between individual agency and wider social, economic
and political structures (e.g. Blumer 1969). However, the notion of agency itself can be
considered a social construction - a construct derived from social, cultural and economic forces
maintained through the conscious and unconscious enactment of discursive materials (Valocchi
2005). An individual is constituted through discourse and cannot escape or stand apart from the
wider social order. Therefore it can be argued that the types of resistance and subversive

identities made available are simultaneously constrained by the wider social order.

Power can accommodate radicalism by constructing what Fiske has termed “controlled .
pleasures’ (Fiske 1989). This concept refers to the introduction of culltural productions that
attempt to substitute a radical, dangerous and uncontrollable countercultural production for
more acceptable adaptations that can be easily accommodated in the wider social order.
‘Controlled pleasures’ impose preferred readings and dissuade radical readings that would
enable the development of a politicised consciousness that link individual experience with wider
social structures. For instance, Kirsten Schilt (2003a) described how the radical feminist
subcultural dissent of riot grrrl became diluted and repackaged by the music industry in their
promotion of feminine singer songwriters and pop acts like Fiona Apple, Suzanne Vega, Alanis
Morrisette and the Spice Girls. Schilt argued that the press representation and lyrical content of
these major label performers reinforced traditional feminine norms, and worked to portray the
social problems of sexism, rape and child abuse as individual problems, thus minimising
audience desire for engaging in collective political resistance. Similarly, social movements
which centre on identity politics have fought to challenge the dominant cultural meanings and
representations of a particular social identity. For instance, a dominant tactic in the gay rights
movement focused on homophobic readings of gay identities as deviant and pathological, and
attempted to rearrange the meaning of gay identities as normal, legitimate and healthy.
However, such a shift, it can be argued, will simply ‘reverse the discourse’ (Foucault 1980) as
social change will be accompanied with the (re)production of dominant frameworks. For
instance, the growing social acceptance of homosexuality has reinforced the idea that
homosexuality is the marked binary opposite of heterosexuality; reductive notions of sexuality
are retained and sexuality is re-stabilised as an identity solely defined by a personal ‘choice’ of a
partner’s gender (Valocchi 2005). Any sense of threat that non-heteronormative desires could
present to prevailing economic, social and political structures is contained, neutralised and
disciplined. Gay and lesbian identities can be assimilated into the wider social order, as long as
‘we are gender conventional, as long as we link sex to love and marriage-like relationships, as
long as we defend family values, personify economic individualism, and display national pride’
(Seidman 2002, p. 189).
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Culture is a complex battlefield of disputed meaning systems, normative structures and
culturally constructed categories through which power acts to (re)constitute the self. As people
internalise norms generated by discourses that circulate through social and cultural institutions,
these meaning systems and discourses become critical sites for the contestation of social '
inequalities, including class, gender, sexuality, ‘race’, ethnicity, ability and age. Power and
resistance operate as a dynamic dialectic. As resistance attempts to disrupt dominant discourses
to expand cultural space, radical identities and subversive practices, power accommodates this
resistance, reconfiguring and remobilising discourses to imprint traces of dominant hegemony
within new configurations. Subtle (re)productions of power pervade gains made by social

change, leaving resistance no option but to continue to struggle.

To summarise, in this section I have outlined key critical theorisations of the connections
between contemporary culture, power and resistance. Culture represents a site in which groups
and individuals struggle to control the character of the social, economic and political climate.
Although mass-culture theorists confine culture to a notion of a channel for the dominant
coercion of subordinate groups, Benjamin, Bobo and Fiske have concentrated on the fissures
within popular culture to provide a foundation for understanding the political potential of
culture. Informed by Foucault’s sophisticated model of modern power one can begin to
comprehend the complex interplay of power and resistance in the production, circulation and
consumption of popular culture. This overview has emphasised how power can be exercised
from numerous positions, opening up the possibility of considering cultural production as a
tactic and technique of power and resistance. However, despite this excellent work on the
complexities of popular culture, my own interest lies in exploring the processes and
participation within cultural production and grassroots communities that take place across the
boundaries of the ‘popular’ and the ‘subcultural’ in society. I understand these activities as
(sub)cultural resistance to describe how culture “is used, consciously or unconsciously,
effectively or not, to resist and/or change the dominant political, economic and/or social
structure’ (Duncombe 2002, p. 5). I turn now to critically appraise studies of ‘subculture’, to
further explicate how everyday life and culture represent crucial sites for the contestation of

modern power relations.

1.2 Re-reading Subculture: Moving resistance from style to participation

In current literature the term ‘subculture’ is slippery and ambiguous. Often it refers to a small
group of individuals who operate collectively within society: ‘subcultures are smaller groups
within larger cultural collectives, which form group identities and have distinguishable systems

of knowledge and signification’ (Driscoll 2002, p. 207). It can also be used to refer specifically
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to practices of subcultural production of a distinct marginal community that produces, circulates
and consumes cultural forms within its own boundaries (Fiske 1989, p. 171). Subcultural
communities, dissatisfied with hegemonic representations in popular culture, can be thought to
express their opposition by creating their own ‘unpopular’ culture, rearranging their immediate
localities and everyday lives to increase their social power and agency. The majority of
subcultural theory tends to conflate youth with subculture; subcultural formation is motivated
by a desire to construct and define a community distinct from ‘adult-defined’ dominant culture.
Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that subcultures are simultaneously bound to the
parent culture from which they seek differentiation as a ‘diverting spectacle within the dominant

mythology from which it in part emanates’ (Hebdige 1979, p. 94).

However, this long-standing association of rebellion, youth and radicalism within subcultures is
not fixed; subcultures can consist of any self-identified group with shared knowledge and
signification (Driscoll 2002). Subcultures can include a wide variety of group formations, from
teenyboppers and crafters, to public-school boys and goths. However, in ‘classic’ subcultural
studies it is the political resistance of youth subcultures that is the main focus; resistance is
located in the deliberate strategies of style from working-class positions. For example, in Phil
Cohen’s (1972) pioneering ethnographic study, the stylistic tactics used by working-class youth
in new housing estates in East London were considered the key features of a subculture.
Involvement in a subculture allowed its participants to explore ‘magical resolutions’ (Cohen
1972, p. 23) to the social and material situations they faced in their everyday lives. In this
situation, stylistic tactics were used to resist the breakdown of traditional working-class

communities exacerbated by government urban regeneration policies.

Alongside the work of Cohen, the highly influential study of British working-class youth
subcultures began to flourish at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the
University of Birmingham. Influenced by Marxist concepts, the CCCS was interested in how
the rise of 1960s and 1970s youth culture in the United Kingdom was linked to wider post-war
social and cultural change, as ‘spectacular youth subcultures raised questions about the
necessarily contested and contradictory character of cultural change, and the diversity of forms
in which such “resistances” miight find expression’ (Hall and Jefferson 2006, p. viii). In this
tradition visible heroism, manifested in the look, sound and attitude of British youth movements
like punk (Hebdige 1979), reggae (Hebdige 1974), skinheads, mods and rockers (Cohen 1973)

was linked to political, economic and socio-cultural change.

Although heralded as breaking new ground, the CCCS approach has been criticised on a number
of levels (see summaries by Bennett & Kahn-Harris 2004; Weinzierl & Muggleton 2003;
Blackman 2005; Thornton 1995; Hall & Jefferson 2006). The traditional sociological binary that

pits agency against structural forces is taken for granted within subcultural theory: the
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subcultural participant is constructed as partly autonomous from wider structural constraints and
capable of enacting ‘magical resolutions’ to change how wider forces impact on their lives.
However, taking into account the complex interplay between resistance and power within
culture, it could also be possible that hegemonic power structures are also complicit in the
proliferation of entrepreneurial youth cultures. Research in the US has indicated how the post-
war social and cultural context led to the rise of a lucrative teenage commercial market (Cohen
2003). To take punk, briefly, as a point of departure, central figures such as Vivienne Westwood
and Malcolm McLaren were poised to capitalise on this new market as cultural entrepreneurs
from the initial stages - Westwood in producing punk fashions and McLaren managing the New
York Dolls and the Sex Pistols. The first gig the Clash played was to journalists, and many key
punk bands including The Clash, Sex Pistols and Siouxsie and the Banshees were signed to
major music labels. Punk practices were a far cry from the anti-establishment stereotype punk
was meant to embody. Furthermore, the working-class identity of punk was undermined with
Dave Laing’s finding that 43% of punk musicians came from middle-class families (1985). A
key component of the visibility of post-war British subcultures like punk may be related to the
construction of a distinctive British national identity. Recent articles on punk have discussed the
recent recuperation of bands like the Sex Pistols into a hegemonic nationalist British history

(Adams 2008).

The CCCS failed to understand how as an institution of power it was implicated in the powerful
processes of categorisation, regulation and control of youth culture. As a privileged centre for
knowledge production, the CCCS negotiated its theoretical contributions within wider structures
of academe, as well as the overarching political, economic and social order. This could be
reflected in its preoccupation with constructing youth culture within categories of identity, class
and style. A coherent class identity, usually working-class, preceded subcultural involvement
and became the main frame of reference for interpreting subcultural tactics. However, the
working-class statuses of individuals involved in the subcultures studied by the CCCS were
rarely substantiated (Muggleton 2000; O’Connor 2004). Contemporary sociological studies of
subculture have diffused the significance of class to one of many ‘status positions’ amongs't an
array of factors, including age, gender and sexuality, which, along with social context,
influenced involvement in subcultures (Blackman 1995). Although defenders of the CCCS
approach emphasise that studies did attend to gender (McRobbie & Garber 1997 [1975]) and
‘race’ (see assessment of Stuart Hall in Procter 2004) alongside class, it has been argued that in
1960s and 1970s late-industrial British society class was a more pronounced structural feature
than it is in contemporary post-industrial Britain (Hall & Jefferson 2006). However, the CCCS
desire to understand subcultural practices as class-bound phenomena could be a product of the
theoretical and political climate overriding the meanings assigned to practices by subcultural

participants themselves. Furthermore, as studies of subcultures proliferated in different places
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and times, subcultural tastes and stylistic preferences were seen to be more unpredictable,
contradictory and fragmented, frequently interrupting and intersecting the assumed coherence of

the categories of class, ‘race’, ethnicity, gender and sexuality.
1.2.1 Looking beyond Subculture: Post-subcultures, invisible girls and hidden participation

In the 1990s a branch of theory dubbed post-subcultural studies attempted to create and circulate
more fluid terms to succeed subculture, such as ‘neo-tribe’, ‘lifestyle’ and ‘club culture’, in an
attempt to capture the complexities of these less structurally bound post-industrial formations
(Maffesoli 1996; Bennett 1999; Thornton 1995; Weinzierl & Muggleton 2003; Bennett &
Kahn-Harris 2004). This new field attempted to build on and chéllenge CCCS subcultural
theory, by analysing the plethora of contemporary youth cultures that have emerged in a post-
industrial, neo-liberal, consumer-centred, globalised western society. These moves have
troubled the resistant class identity embedded within subculture; for instance, Anita Harris
argues that in consumer-driven contemporary culture the concept of resistance has been
decoupled from subculture and that spaces for resistance have diminished (2008, p. 3). Post-
subcultural theory has developed new ways to think about how people organise and construct
their identities and cultures through consumption and leisure. Subcultural formations in a post-
industrial context can be expressed through engagements with commercial enterprises as part of
a global, technological, commercial ‘youth market’ (Nayak 2003). On first glance it might
appear that the pendulum may have swung too far, asthese post-subcultural theories can
position subculture within a socio-political vacuum, rejecting connections between subculture
and wider social change. Post-subcultural practices can be theorised as a field of ‘free-floating’
signifiers from which individuals pick and choose from a multitude of ephemeral commodity-
centred trends. Various theorists have argued that post-subcultural pleasures and identities are
expressed through practices of consumption (Redhead 1990; Muggleton 2000). Researchers
have explored how young people appropriated and reconfigured commodities to cohere with
their own understandings of authenticity (Miles 2000; Bennett 2000). The evolution of new
drug and dance cultures in 1990s Britain allowed subcultures to be re-conceived as spaces for
hedonistic escape and loss of self (Redhead 1993; Melechi 1993; Reitveld 1993, 1998; Malbon
1998).

Post-subcultural approaches complicate traditional readings of subculture as enclaves of class-
bound resistance to explore the other roles that subcultural practices can play in everyday life.
However, this can often be at the expense of a sophisticated understanding of how power shapes
subcultural options. In tefms of dance subcultures, the authoritative forces, which included new
government legislation, tabloid media and police control, and which sought to discipline and
repress dance subcultures, were denied a role in understanding subcultural activities (Bidder

2001). It is also possible that what has previously been recognised as political is changing in
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accordance to a shifting late modern context. Contemporary subcultures may be shifting away
from class bound identity politics, towards other kinds of political and cultural expressions:
‘some key features of late modern life have brought about a shift from conventional subcultural
resistant practice. These include deindustrialisation, globalisation, the growth of transnational

" youth culture industries, and the breakdown of old-style protest politics® (Harris 2008, p. 4-5).
Whilst some post-subcultural theorists retain a sense of resistance and possibility for social
change in late modern subcultural practices (Brabazon 2002), others have argued that
subcultures have been co-opted, depoliticised and sold back to a ‘youth market’ by consumer
industries, to promote neo-liberal, individualist, post-industrial forms of citizenship .(Guidikova

& Sirurala 2001; Miles 2000).

CCCS subcultural studies tended to focus on the visible and tangible aspects of subcultures,
foregrounding semiotic analyses of the fashions, lyrics, sounds and public representations of
youth subcultures. This had the effect of perpetuating the invisibility of the subcultural activities
of girls and young women that can occur within different structural boundaries. The exclusive
focus on public symbolic acts of subcultures failed to interrogate the difficulties women faced in
achieving similar escapes. Angela McRobbie (1990) noted that girls’ subcultural activities,
especially those from working-class backgrounds, were limited by responsibilities in the home
and the pressures to achieve a respectable hetero-feminine identity that dominated girls’ leisure
time. The symbolic verve of subcultures frequently depended on a rejection of the feminine
embedded in patriarchal discourse. Subcultural life was defined through a rejection of the
stifling domesticity of the home, in favour of romanticised Kerouac-inspired sprees in the urban

landscape.

When girls and young women were included in subcultural accounts they were negatively
represented. Girls were characterised as ‘dumb, passive teenage girls, crudely painted’ in Teddy
Boy culture (Fyvel cited in McRobbie & Garber 1997 [1975], p. 112). Girls were associated
with conformity and confined to a role dependent on male protagonists in Donna Gaines’
ethnography of heavy metal youth subculture. Girls were thought to ‘derive their status by
involvement in school (as cheerleaders, in clubs, in the classroom). And just as important, by
the boys they hung around with. They were defined by who they were, by what they wore, by
where they were seen, and with whom’ (Gaines 1991, p. 93). Subcultural studies were in fact
predominantly the study of male subcultures; as McRobbie and Garber note, girls’ subcultures
may have become invisible because the very term “subculture” has acquired such strong
masculine overtones’ (1997 [1975], p. 114). Girls and young women only became relevant to
the subcultural conversation through recourse to heterosexuality, thereby reproducing
heterosexism within British subcultural studies. Within this formulation male subcultural
participants face the threat of eventually becoming contained within domesticity, usually in the

form of marriage and children. Subcultural activities thereby became associated with masculine
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adolescence, represented as a time in which ‘boys could be boys’, free from the constraints and
responsibilities of a domestic sphere. Just like adolescence, the subcultural period was thought
to be a limited phase or stage, as something that boys would eventually grow out of as they

advance through hetero-temporal logics of employment, marriage and the family.

The privileging of style also neglects the less spectacular, or ‘behind the scenes’, processes of
participation that constitute critical aspects of resistance in subcultures (Moore 2007). Studies
that address only the visible outcomes of subcultural life in theoretical relation to structural
change run the risk of undervaluing the continuous creative work and cultural participation that
is involved in the construction of a subcultural sphere. Not surprisingly supportive roles in
subcultures are predominantly occupied by young women. Women are found documenting the
subculture as photographers and fanzine writers, working within independent record labels, as
well as organising and attending shows (Andersen & Jenkins 2001). Young women are called
upon to provide emotional, sexual and financial support for subcultural players (Des Barres
2003; Reynolds & Press 1995). This tendency to undervalue mundane everyday participation
may also be linked to an inadequate use of ethnography to address the complexities and
experiences of subcultural life. Despite gaining a reputation for ethnographic approaches, only a
minority of CCCS studies were adequately rooted in ethnographic methods. Unfortunately this
often led to a troubling dilemma, as the theoretical account of subcultural significance often
surpassed the lived experiences of the subcultural participant (Clarke 1981; Hall & Jefferson
2006). CCCS accounts of subculture tended to ignore the contradictions and internal
inconsistencies within subcultures, leading to the distortion and romanticisation of subcultures
(Clarke 1981). This may have led to various researchers interested in exploring subcultural

experiences to turn to Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas of culture and cultural production.
1.2.2 Bourdieu and DIY cultural production

Pierre Bourdieu was an eminent cultural sociologist who, in his key work Distinction.: A Social
Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1984), resisted the Marxist impulse to automatically link a
person’s cultural tastes to their class position. Instead Bourdieu argued for the recognition of a
complex process in which the acquisition of cultural capital helped explain the correlation
between taste and social position. Bourdieu conceptualised the individual as occupying a
particular space within a multidimensional society; this social space is defined by the amount of
cultural capital an individual possesses and displays, in order to distinguish a sense of status
over others. Bourdieu allows us to understand a person’s everyday aesthetic, stylistic and
consumptive practices as a dynamic process of social differentiation. This avoids reducing class
to a static identity and instead opens up class as a process of negotiation within a broad field of
possible social and cultural identifications. He argued that processes of cultural capital start

early in life, to be accumulated through a person’s upbringing and education. This process of
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acquiring cultural capital leads to the development of social structures of distinction, in which
cultural forms are afforded varying amounts of prestige, validation and taste to become markers
of class. In The Field of Cultural Production (1993) Bourdieu developed his ideas of cultural
struggle within the complexities of cultural production. For Bourdieu, modern society is divided
up into different fields, each a network of social relationships organised around a particular
practice. Each field pivots around an idiosyncratic form of capital, with individuals occupying a
hierarchical structure invested in a struggle to claim, define and defend this capital. Fields are
also defined by their degree of autonomy from the overarching social structure, and a field’s
main struggle is to preserve its independence and avoid assimilation into the wider social
structure. Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production has been used to understand how subcultural
producers and communities shun the centrality of economic capital in dominant cultural fields
and construct alternative symbolic capital, or what Sarah Thornton (1995) termed subcultural

capital’.

Bourdieu’s work has been taken up and used to explore the subtleties and contradictions of
resistance in subcultural life. For instance, in his ethnography of 1990s DIY punk culture in San
Diego, Ryan Moore (2007) drew on Bourdieu’s ideas to argue for the recognition of the
resistant intentions of cultural producers in their anti-corporate media production practices
focussing on the production of independent music, fanzines and record labels. DIY, or do-it-
yourself, culture refers to a social and cultural movement dedicated to challenging the symbolic
codes of mainstream culture through amateur media production practices, not-for-profit
economics and informal collective organisation. As the cultural jammer Carly Stasko
elaborates; ‘at the roots of DIY culture is the simple act of doing things independently in
creative ways so as to compensate for a lack of finances, infrastructure, professional training,
and often permission. DIY culture nurtures communities where people share skills, ideas, and
creative expression, thereby fuelling connectivity’ (2008, p. 200). Broadly, DIY culture can
encompass a diverse array of ‘self-organised networks, with overlapping memberships and
values’, including grassroots cultural festivals, organic-food box schemes, fanzines, music
communities, radical social centres and local exchange trading systems (Purdue et al 1997, p.
647). However, more specifically, a DIY ethos is typified by an urge to create and circulate
culture on one’s own terms, unregulated by the grasp of globalised corporate ‘media power’
(Couldry 2001; Spencer 2005). Participants are encouraged to utilise available resources and
interrupt the boundaries between producer and consumer through the exchange of information
(in music, writing, film and art) with others to build up a ‘participatory culture’ (Duncombe
1997). DIY participatory cultures can produce the necessary space, tactics and support networks
for the realisation of counter-hegemonic identities and practices. The continuous activities of

submerged DIY networks shift dominant understandings of social movements away from the
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public, national and state-centred, to position (sub)cultural DIY communities instead as critical

sites for everyday acts of resistance (Melucci et al 1989).

Typically, studies of DIY cultures focus on the discursive constructions of value and
authenticity that emerge within the process of defending subcultural capital and field boundaries
from dominant incorporation. For instance, Robert Strachan’s (2007) study of micro-
independent record labels in the UK looked at how DIY cultural producers justified and
legitimated their aesthetic and economic choices. Strachan explored how micro-independent
record-label owners constructed the music industry as an exploitative enterprise primarily
motivated by profit, whose structures constrained creativity and disempowered musicians'. This
provided a powerful construction against which these small-scale producers could redefine the
purposes of their practices. Micro-independent cultural producers sought rewards beyond
financial success, and aimed to develop a world which revolved around alternative rewards.
Independent record label owners were seen to foreground aesthetic value and creativity within
music, and rejected frameworks that judged music primarily on its commercially viable status.
Energy was directed into the small-scale production and promotion of music and community
outside of the music industry; “‘dialectic elements of DIY discourse champion the possibility that
people other than media professionals can engage with, and successfully promote, symbolic
goods which fall outside of the tastes and economic imperatives of the established or
mainstream media industries’ (Strachan 2007, p. 254). Crucially this cultural production became
politicised, as small-scale cultural production is driven by the desire to add, albeit in small

ways, marginalised voices to the wider cultural conversation.

The subcultural producers in Moore’s (2007) study of San Diego punk cultural production,
articulated their dissent at the wider social order’s incorporation of music countercultures,
through reordering their immediate social spaces, rules of music making and creating alternative
infrastructures for the circulation and enjoyment of ‘unpopular’ culture. Subcultural producers
are savvy and critical of attempts to incorporate DIY discourse into the music industry where
the ‘appearance of spontaneity and separation from large media conglomerates’ (Strachan 2007,
p. 259) is utilised as a central marketing concept® and implicated in the calculated rise of acts
like the Arctic Monkeys and Clap Your Hands Say Yeah. Likewise, in her ethnography of
1990s British club cultures, Sarah Thornton (1995) identified specific processes of subcultural

!It is worth noting that studies conducted within the music industry have complicated the conflict
between creativity and commerce; instead, in practice, the two are often conflated into ‘a struggle over
what is creative, and what it is to be commercial’ within popular music (Negus 1995, p. 316; see also
Weinstein 1999). The music industry is highly dependent on audience responses in the production of
successful bands and artists; as audience responses are difficult to predict, a majority of signed bands and
artists fail to command a mass audience and are designated as failures (Frith 1983; Negus 1992).
Nonetheless the music industry is a hard place for a band invested in DIY discourse to tolerate, see Steve
Albini (1993)

2 For further discussion of the use of DIY underground subcultural actors and ideas in US marketing
campaigns for Tylenol, Nike and Star Wars see Anne Elizabeth Moore (2005)
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capital which allowed subcultural participants to reorder their immediate worlds to distinguish
themselves from mainstream interpretations of dance culture epitomised by the ‘television-
advertised compilation album of already charted dance hits’ (1995, p. 118). Contemporary
subcultural processes represent key sites for exploring the enduring dialectic between power and
resistance. Subcultural fields can engage in a radical questioning of the subtle (re)productions of
power in popular culture and attempt to disrupt dominant discourses in order to open up cultural
space for radical identities and subversive practices. A growing number of cultural theorists
have argued that the tactics and targets of protest are changing in contemporary society. DIY
subcultures can be considered critical sites of possibility within this new political framework, as
Jeffrey Paris and Michael Ault argue in their introduction of a special issue of Peace Review on

subcultures and political resistance:

Subcultures [are] not just symbolic actors engaged in signifying behaviours to

remove themselves temporarily from dominant culture, but [are] agents of

political change - political forces to be reckoned with, long after the ecstatic

experiences of a particular scene have passed. Subcultures are a salient source of

political socialization; for many young people, subcultures are the means by

which they initially come to voice. With the ever-expanding neoliberal

institutions and free-market processes dominant in today's world, subcultures

will continue to provide a vital political critique and alternative political vision

not often heard in mainstream society (2004, p. 405)
To summarise, in this section I have argued for an expansion of our current understandings of
resistant subcultural practices, to move beyond a focus on tangible elements of style and
identity, towards a focus on the internal logics, continuities and hidden participations within
lived experiences of DIY cultural production. Restricting attention to the visible and public
aspects of the subculture has obscured and distorted the subcultural practices of girls and young
women and served to undervalue the hidden processes of production in subcultural resistance.
Meticulous contemporary studies have gained valuable insights into subcultural life through the
application of Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital and field of cultural production.
Ethnographic studies of subculture have elucidated subtleties, contradictions and struggles that
take place within subcultural boundaries as well as in the overarching social order (Moore 2007;
Strachan 2007; Thornton 1995). However, theories of struggle between the subculture and
wider social order have tended to pivot around issues of class and capital in a modern capitalist
society. Subcultural conflict has stagnated; an underground subculture’s main role has been
characterised in the struggle of maintaining autonomy from the threat of incorporation within a
corporate mainstream cultural industry. But what happens to the experiences of girls, young
women and queers in underground communities if subcultural capital is defined within hetero-
masculine boundaries? What happens to (sub)cultural resistance once the hetero-gendered

elements of cultural struggle are considered?
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Many researchers have commented on how mass, commercial and popular cultures have been
constructed as feminine spheres from which subcultural participants aim to distinguish their
practices (Davies 2004; Railton 2001; Huyssen 1986; Thornton 1990, 1995). For instance,
feminised mainstream chart-pop spaces were derided as places where ‘Sharon and Tracy dance
around their handbags’ (Thomton 1995, p. 99). Therefore, in subcultural spheres girls and
young women have to negotiate with common understandings of women as uncool, unhip and
indiscriminate. It is no surprise that in these subcultural situations, girls and young women
frequently fall short of achi'eving the authenticity and legitimacy dictated as necessary for full
participation within subcultural spheres. Subcultural involvement may reproduce girls’ and
young women’s cultural subordination by opening up only a limited range of roles for girls
(McRobbie & Garber 1997 [i 975]). A great deal of social change has occurred since the CCCS
group initially studied subcultures. This begs a series of questions: how have escalating
transformations in gender relations and LGBT rights been negotiated within popular and
subcultural spheres? How have subcultural negotiations of gender and sexuality been
accommodated by the wider social order? If social and cultural change is dialogical, as a process
of ‘people making sense of what was making sense of them’ (Hall & Jefferson 2006, p. xxiii),
how have subcultures opened up and/or closed down the possibilities of resisting, reworking

and (re)producing hegemonic genders and sexualities?

1.3 Queering Feminism: Complicating sex, gender and sexuality

Before I commence a review of the current literature on girls’ and young women’s (sub)cultural
participation, I want briefly to outline the feminist and queer theoretical framework of gender
and sexuality with which I am working. In general, feminist approaches critique the imbalances
of power between men and women, known as patriarchy, that are perpetuated throughout a
majority of societies. Patriarchal discourses construct and promote an understanding of gender
based around a binary set of oppositions mapped onto masculinity and femininity. Qualities like
emotionality, passivity and the body are attributed to femininity, whereas masculinity would be
associated with rationality, activity and the mind. Crucially, patriarchal discourses privilege
meanings associated with masculinity over femininity, to create a social and cultural climate in
which masculine qualities are considered more important, valid and desirable than their
supposedly ‘inferior’ feminine counterparts. Masculine attributes become universal, elevated to
become the most desired qualities of personhood. Furthermore, through discursive tactics and
social pressures these patriarchal discourses are embodied, normalised and naturalised;
gendered meanings are internalised within genitally defined male and female bodies to produce
masculine men and feminine women. This hetero-gendered social order attains a dominant

status; its participants reinforce the status quo as the natural and normal arrangement.
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The social construction of gender is connected to the production of sexuality, as masculine men
and feminine women are subjected to the heterosexual matrix (Butler 1990). ‘Proper’ sexual
desires for the opposite sex are produced as legitimate and normal. Heterosexuality is reinforced
and controlled through heteronormativity - the mobilisation of norms that construct
heterosexuality as normal and correct, alongside the simultaneous expulsion of homosexuality
as its opposite, reproducing heterosexuality as the taken-for-granted and natural organisation of
desire described as ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (Warner 1993; Rich 1980a). In this production
of the ‘natural order’ gender and sexuality become essentialist traits, meaning that gender and
(hetero)sexuality become fixed within the appropriate body. Any digression from the categories
of ‘men’, ‘women’ and ‘heterosexuality’, or any deviation over different historical periods, is
suppressed. Through the complex tactics of modern power, sexuality and gender become fixed,

stable and self-regulated within the bodies and identities of individuals.

Until the 1990s a dominant theme within feminist theory perpetuated the distinction between
fixed biological categories of sex (male and female) and the culturally constructed, and thus
changeable, categories of gender (masculine and feminine). As Simone de Beauvoir famously
summarised in The Second Sex, ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’ (1988 [1949], p.
295). The logic followed that if gender is made, gender could also be unmade, so feminists
fought to challenge the inevitability of biologically deterministic gender roles at a societal level.
However, following the work of Judith Butler in her landmark text Gender Trouble (1990), the
traditional idea of biological sex being an indisputable given was challenged. Butler’s work,
amongst others, has been heralded as opening the floodgates for what has become known as
queer theory, a strand of critical thought that deconstructs the categories and binaries of gender
and sexuality. Butler argued that ‘natural’ sex, like gender, is discursively produced within
scientific and legal discourses to appease particular political and social interests. The notion that
sex is prediscursive as ‘a politically neutral surface on which culture acts’ (1990, p. 11, author’s
italics) was deeply disputed. In contrast, the routine alignment of sex, gender and sexuality, that
guarantees feminine gender identity and heterosexual desire are contained within a female sexed
body, was argued to be culturally constructed through a performative process; ‘gender is the
repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that
congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being’ (Butler
1990, p. 43-44). Inspired by Foucault’s work on the historical contingency of sexuality, Butler
linked these performative formations of gender and sexuality to socially and historically
dominant discourses and institutions; ‘it becomes impossible to separate out “gender” from the

political and cultural intersections in which it is invariably produced and maintained’ (1990, p.

3).

The development of queer theory was animated through the emergence of key works that

renounced the stability of sexual and gender categories and binaries. Queer studies linked the
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social construction of homosexual and transgender categories to the interests of particular
historical and medical regimes (Seidman 2002; Lacquer 1990; Feinberg 1996). Dominant
identity categories were questioned and exposed as inadequate in their ability to comprehend the
complexities of gender and sexual subjectivities. The limits of a sexual category, as exclusively
defined by the gender of partner, were critiqued as the complexities and diversities of individual
desires, embodied experiences and sexual practices were explored. Initial attention was focused
on ‘deviant’ cases where anatomies, gender identities and sexual practices defied the normative
alignment of sex, gender and sexuality. Unexpected formations of gender and sexuality were
studied, giving rise to theorisations of female masculinities, lesbian masculinities, queer
fem(me)ininities and gay femininities (Halberstam 1998; Kennedy 2002; Maltry & Tucker
2002; Brushwood & Camilleri 2002; Silverman 1992). A variety of queer urban subcultural
groups and sites — including drag kings, drag queens, lesbian and gay bars and alternative music
communities — were seen to challenge conventional sociological understandings of gender and
sexuality in subcultural life (Halberstam 2003, 2005a; Rupp & Taylor 2003; Feinberg 2006;
Schippers 2002). Increasingly work turned to previously unmarked and normalised categories of
heterosexuality and masculinity that have been deconstructed, denaturalised and complicated
through a queer and feminist lens (Wilkinson & Kitzinger 1993; Jackson 1999; Connell 1995).
The queer turn also considers the complexities of intersectionality, remaining sensitive to
critical nuances within identifications that span multiple axes of difference (Muiioz 1999;
Ferguson 2004). Within queer cultural theory, categories and interrelationships of sex, gender

and sexuality are reconsidered as fluid and opén to transformation

Controversy has raged between queer theory and feminism as the two schools have tended to be
conceived as polarised and incompatible paradigms (Richardson et al 2006; Weed & Schor
1997; Jeffreys 2003). One key tension centres on the separation of gender and sexuality within
queer theory, which diverges from a feminist approach that analyses the two together, and tends
to prioritise gender as the key structural force that shapes sexuality, The postmodern approach
of queer theory that promotes the discursive construction and linguistic contingency of identities
often grates with the material, embodied and structural concerns of feminism. Suspicions
surround queer theory’s embrace of fluidity and ambiguity for those who want to challenge
global material inequalities. For some feminists, queer theory ridicules the need for an organised
identity politics with which to resist global oppressions to such an extent that queer theory has
been criticised as an anti-feminist practice, for its ability to re-inscribe sexist and racist
exclusions and ironically reinforce a universal white male homosexual narrative subject
(Halberstam 2005b). Queer theory and feminism have been cast with different political
strategies and goals for social transformation. For instance, queer theory focuses on
deconstructive and fluid identity work expressed within local cultural acts of performative

transgressions; whereas, feminism highlights the lived impact of structural limitations of
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patriarchy and capitalism on women and emphasises a global struggle for equality that seeks
participation and transformation in political and economic arenas. However, these rhetorical
arguments tend to obscure the diversity within queer, feminist and queer feminist work. For
instance, such claims ignore queer theory’s theoretical inheritance in relation to feminist work
on the social construction of gender and sexual identities. Furthermore, the supposed apolitical
nature of queer theory is disrupted through the presence of queer scholars grounded in
HIV/AIDS activism (see Wolfe & Sommella 1997; Cvetkovich 2003).

Other critics have cast the tension between a queer-identified ‘third-wave’ feminist generation
and lesbian feminist ‘second-wave’ generation within a heteronormative oedipal logic, often in
the form of a mother-daughter conflict (Henry 2004). Troubling ideas of legacy plague
feminism as the older generation are assumed to possess the disciplinary power to decide which
‘dutiful daughters’ are allowed to continue as the new voices of feminism (Purvis 2004;
McLaughlin et al 2006). Unfortunately this can be to the particular detriment of young queers of
colour who are more likely to be excluded from mainstream feminism. A common point of
contention in contemporary feminist activist and academic circles concerns the place of
transgenderism within feminism. ‘Women-only’ spaces frequently become symbolic sites for
the contestation of the limitations and possibilities of feminist investments for transgender-queer
subjects (Hines 2005). In activist circles across Europe it has become increasingly
commonplace to collapse queer and feminist ideas to produce documents that herald a new
queer feminism invested in queering the meanings of ‘men’, ‘women’, ‘girl’, ‘boy’,
‘femininity’, ‘masculinity’ and ‘feminism’ (see Withers 2008; GrZinic & Reitsamer 2008).
Some activists and scholars ground queer feminism in practices of cross-gender transgenderism
(Withers 2008; Halberstam 2006); however, I wish to expand queer feminism to encompass
counter-hegemonic practices of same-gender and both-gender subversions, a process of queer
fem(me)inism I will elaborate on later. Queer feminism has also previously been described as a
distinct form of defiant cultural politics embedded in the legacy of British feminist activism; in
her analysis of the women’s protest peace camp at Greenham Common, Sasha Roseneil

introduces her take on queer feminism:

Much less acknowledged and documented than feminism's straighter
tendencies, these are feminism’s anarchic, unruly elements, which seek not to
enter the corridors of power but to relocate power. They ridicule and laugh at
patriarchal, military and state powers and those who wield them in order to
undermine and disarm them. Feminism’s queer tendencies are loud and rude.
They embrace emotion, passion and erotics as the wellspring of their politics
and revel in spontaneity and disorderliness. In contrast to straighter feminism,
they are less concerned with achieving rights for women but more concerned
with the cultural politics of opening up and reconfiguring what it means to be
a woman, in expanding the possibilities of different ways of being in the world
beyond modes which are currently available. They queer gender,
un-structuring, de-patterning and disorganising it.” (2000 p. 4, my emphasis)
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This blurring of the boundaries between traditional political engagements and cultural resistance
reconfigures feminism as a dynamic, diverse, contradictory and intergenerational project; ‘queer
might also signify as a form of critique that identifies and exposes contradictions within
universalizing discourses of identity and politics’ (Halberstam 2006, p. 104-5). For the
production of nuanced understandings of queer feminism, research needs to engage with the
intersections and mutually productive aspects of both queer theory and feminism, to explore the
grassroots and popular practices of queer feminisms. This would entail a fusion of the local and
the global, the material and the discursive, the cultural and the political, the ‘underground’ and
the ‘mainstream’, and a critical collusion between different ‘waves’ of feminism, to produce
new spaces for social and political transformation. In a novel analysis of the popular cultural
narratives in Fi inding Nemo and Fifty First Dates, Judith Halberstam (2006) opens up the
importance of constructing a queer feminist imaginary for future possibilities of social change
and political transformations. Halberstam flags up the need to recognise ‘other possible non-
oedipal logics including a focus on the ephemeral, the momentary, the surprise, simultaneity,
contradiction, intergenerational exchange. This might mean rejecting the model of feminism
which posits generational relations in terms of mother-daughter bonds and conflicts; it might
mean recognising alternative futures in alternative readings of the past’ (2006, p. 104).
Therefore, in brief, the definition of queer feminism used within this thesis involves (i) a
que(e)rying of feminism in terms of established feminist histories, institutions, agendas,
categories and subjects; (ii) an agenda that attempts to recognise intersections, multiplicities,
and gender-queer positions, and highlights the limits of universal identity categories and
associated political movements; (iii) indulges in tactics for social change outside official
channels, that is in the creation of cultural political communities. Grassroots queer feminisms
are involved in the production of critical spaces, communities and knowledges for future

transformative shifts in genders, sexualities and feminisms.

To summarise, this section has outlined current feminist and queer theoretical understandings
and debates that focus on the constitution of gender and sexuality within contemporary society.
Genders and sexualities represent contested interlinked territories within which ‘men’, ‘women’
and gender-queer individuals struggle against patriarchal discourses and structures in their
everyday practices. I now wish to focus on the negotiation of genders and sexualities within the
study of girlhood, to trace the contributions of the growing area of girl studies in the

consideration of girls’ and young women’s cultural practices.

1.4 Becoming a ‘Real Girl’

Escaping from the family and its pressures to act like a real girl remains the
first political experience. For us the objective is to make this flight possible for
all girls, and on a long-term basis (McRobbie 1990, p. 80)
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The initial recognition that girls’ and young women’s experiences were obscured by subcultural
theory spurred on the emergence of studies that focussed on the experiences, cultural practices
and historical constructions of ‘girlhood’ and ‘feminine adolescence’, collectively known as
‘girl studies’. The term ‘girl’ became visible in 1880 and the wider concepts of girlhood or
feminine adolescence, as a separate transient stage between childhood and womanhood, have
been traced to economic, social, scientific and cultural transformations in the late nineteenth
century (Mitchell 1995; Driscoll 2002; Kearney 2006). In advanced capitalism the girl has
gained special symbolic status, combining neo-liberal and feminist discourses to represent a
new idealised subjectivity amidst dramatic social, cultural and political changes (Harris 2004;
Gonick 2006). Within feminist discourse girls and young women represent the future and failure
of feminism; girls are significantly advantaged by feminist gains but are also criticised for
depoliticising their experiences. Established feminists are haunted by the lack of visible
collective feminist activism within girls and young women’s lives (Lister 2005; Epstein 2001;

Staggenborg & Taylor 2005).

I often use the term ‘girl’ in reference to the queer feminist participants and riot grrrl
participants who are the active subjects of the current study. The exact meaning of the terms
girl, queer and feminist are notoriously ambiguous, polysemous and contradictory. In response
to the term ‘girl’ some girl studies scholars have avoided fixing the identity of girl to any
distinct age, stage of puberty, identity or set of behaviours; but have instead considered the
function of social, historical and medical discourses that shape how and why girls become
visible within popular culture and wider society (Driscoll 2002; Kearney 1998b). However, in
conducting research on girl media producers, Mary Celeste Kearney has tentatively defined the
‘female youth’ she studied, to be between the ages of twelve and twenty-one, who existed in a
financially and/or domestically ‘semi-dependent’ status in relation to their parents (2006, p. 5).
Subsequently, as will be explored later in relation to Judith Halberstam’s theoretical
contributions to queer subcultural life, ‘girl’ and ‘girlhood’ can be thought of as an extended
liminal adolescent location; a set of possibilities ‘in-between’ childhood and womanhood from
which girls can invest in girl subjectivities, identities and practices that disrupt the heterocentric
ordering of time and space. A girl, invested in DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural life, may resist
the trappings of (albeit white middle-class) hetero-femininity and adulthood, and question the
centrality of marriage, monogamy, motherhood, career and popular media entertainment in

shaping her life trajectory.

In Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex, Judith Butler (1993) introduced the idea
of ‘girling’ to refer to a social process that regulates the formation of idealised girls, but
crucially Butler also used ‘girling’ to refer to individual performances of girlhood wielded to

resist as well as naturalise the dominant feminine subject.
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The girl is ‘girled’, brought into the domain of language and kinship through
the interpellation of gender. But that ‘girling’ of the girl does not end there; on
the contrary, that founding interpellation is reiterated by various authorities
and throughout various intervals of time to reinforce or contest this naturalised
effect. The naming is at once the setting of a boundary, and also the repeated
inculcation of a norm (Butler 1993, p. 7-8)

Therefore, although entrenched in power relations, the performance of ‘girling’ can be a
transformative gender practice. Girls can be aware of and ambivalent towards social demands
on their feminine performances and express resistance or co-opt girl endeavours for their own
ends. For instance, notions of the girl and girlhood were radically reclaimed in the 1990s riot
grrrl movement, to fuse the rebellion of a masculine punk adolescence, and the celebration of
the innocence and communality of girlhood, with the political energy of feminism. Riot grrrl
provided a space to resist the demands of hetero-femininity, to privilege the connection,
friendship and encouragement between girls, thereby demoting the importance of male
approval. Many theorists consider the transformative spellings of grrrl, grrl and gURL to be
emblematic manifestations of this resistant girl in the production of feminist girl gangs,
cyberspaces and popular cultures (Kearney 2006; Leonard 2007; Driscoll 1999, 2002; Gottlieb
& Wald 1994). Nonetheless it is important to highlight that an identity as a ‘girl’ represents a
claim possible within particular white and middle-class structural positions that characterises the

urban subjectivity of contemporary society (Kearney 1998b, p. 5; Wald 1998; Harris 2004).
1.4.1 The Hetero-feminine Project

Feminist girl studies have explored the experiences of growing up as a girl within wider social,
economic and political transformations intersecting across boundaries of race, ethnicity, nation
and class. However, in general, girl studies has been concerned with interrogating girls’
discursive negotiation of western, middle-class, white, heterosexual feminine ideals
(Walkerdine et al 2001; Griffiths 1995). This perspective focuses critically on how girls are
encouraged by social institutions and individuals to privilege and embody practices of
hegemonic femininity and heterosexuality. The process of embodying acceptable femininity is
thought to involve a constriction of space, body and voice from the onset of puberty (Young
'1990; Pipher 1994; Brown & Gilligan 1993; Brown 1998). Girls are encouraged to develop an
appropriate feminine gender through the restriction of behaviours and activities conventionally
coded as masculine in favour of traditionally feminine aptitudes. Constructing, and being
constructed through, discourses of heterosexual femininity allows a girl to negotiate her access
to social power, privilege, and advantage. For instance, R. W. Connell (1987) describes a
construction of emphasised femininity, which is centred on the satisfaction of male needs and

desires, as the most powerful form of femininity in western societies.

Feminist scholars have critiqued the paradoxical cultural and social demands made on girls’

embodiments of heterosexual femininity within popular culture. Studies have interrogated how
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girls invest in popular cultural representations that position girls as hypersexual bodies for male
desire, but simultaneously engage in cultural narratives of feminine morality, innocence and
purity (Walkerdine 1997; Frost 2001). In constructing a respectable hetero-feminine body, girls
derive pleasure in appearing sexually competent and attractive towards men, but, in doing so,
often fail to articulate their own sense of desire. This ‘missing discourse of desire’ diminishes
girls’ claims to sexual agency and situates girls’ sexuality as a problem that requires adult
protection and surveillance (see Walkerdine 1997; Fine 1988). Crucially, girls are differently
positioned and fragmented across axes of race, class and sexuality. Working-class and non-
white girls face additional obstacles to embodying hetero-femininities. Achieving a convincing
performance of respectable femininity is a fragile, some say impossible, process for working-

class, poor and non-white girls (Hudson 1984; Skeggs 1997).

In focussing on popular culture, feminist cultural theorists have sought to revalue previously
ignored feminine media — like soap operas, women’s magazines and romance literature — to
produce sophisticated understandings of girls’ active participation with popular culture
(Mazzarella & Pecora 1999). Girls are considered to enact hetero-feminine identities through
complex negotiations with popular media. Angela McRobbie has elucidated how discourses of
femininity within magazines hold the potential to regulate and prescribe girls’ subjectivities,
experiences and interests. For instance, McRobbie (1981) critiqued the discourses of romance
and neurotic femininity that pervaded mid-1970s teen magazine Jackie. These discourses
promoted the construction of a submissive heterosexual femininity eager to secure and defend
male attention from the threat of other women. In contrast, contemporary teen magazines like
Just Seventeen and More have experienced a displacement of the romance narrative, to privilege
overt sexual material, opening up possibilities of new active (hetero)sexualities for girls;
however, the competition for male approval and desire is maintained through the positioning of
beauty, romance and fashion as the primary popular cultural interests for girls and young
women (McRobbie 1991, 1999).

These theoretical interventions led to the construction of ‘girl culture’ as a field in which girls
share common spaces, activities, desires, tastes, habits and identities. Homogenising girls’ and
young women’s cultural activities, however, tended to restrict girl culture to the consumption of
popular media within the domestic sphere. Social researchers have continued to focus on this
‘bedroom culture’ to elucidate the discerning practices of pre-teen and adolescent consumption
(Baker 2004; Lincoln 2004; Steele & Brown 1995). Nonetheless, the dichotomy of young
female consumers and adult producers embedded within studies of girl culture erroneously
positions girls as culturally un-productive (Keamney 2006). Girls are arranged as key consumers
of a post-feminist market of commodified pleasures in which they can lay claim to power and
space within the narrow, yet slowly shifting, ‘choices’ that hetero-femininities offer (see Levy
2005; McRobbie 2004).
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1.4.2 Neo-liberalism, girl power and post-feminist consumer culture

Contemporary work in girl studies has been concerned with the experiences and constitution of
the feminine subject within a neo-liberal context (Walkerdine 2003; Harris 2004; Ringrose
2007; Ringrose & Walkerdine 2008; McRobbie 2009). In general, neo-liberalism refers to an
attitude that emphasises individual freedom and rights over state interventions and dependence.
In brief, the new economy of a post-industrial society requires a new flexible worker who is
able to cope with uncertainties in employment opportunities, financial instability and a
fragmented community and family life. Successful individuals have to become ‘productive
economic entrepreneurs of their own lives’ (Davies & Bansel 2007, p. 248), thereby able to
govern the self to become productive and healthy members of society (Richardson 2000;
Duggan 2002). In relation to girls and young women; neo-liberal mythologies of success are
argued to centre on the reinvention of the sel‘f through education and work-based identities
(Walkerdine & Ringrose 2006). Once again the ‘modern girl” has been heralded as an agent of
social change in the global economy (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Driscoll 2002; McRobbie
2009; Harris 2004; Barlow et al 2005). This ‘modem girl’ has been granted a privileged
position: ‘second-wave’ feminist transformations established within western society have
enabled women — albeit predominantly young, white and middle-class women — to access the
public spheres of education and employment. Female biographies have experienced an
‘individualization boost’: a young woman can now lead ‘a life of one’s own’ (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim 2001, p. 54). Additionally, the discourse of “girl power’ offers an apolitical fantasy
in which a new generation of ‘can-do’ girls are now free to become high achievers (Munford
2004). These mythologies work within a post-feminist discourse in which the power structures
of ‘race’, class and gender are no longer viable explanations for the presence of social
inequalities in conteniporary life; instead the onus lies within the individual, as Jessica Ringrose

and Valerie Walkerdine illustrate:

In this economic, political and social context, it is the flexible and autonomous
subject who is demanded to be able to cope with constant change in work,
income, and lifestyle, and with constant insecurity. It is the flexible and
autonomous subject who negotiates, chooses, and adapts in order to succeed in
the array of education and retraining forms that form the new “lifelong
learning™ and “multiple career trajectories” that have replaced the linear
hierarchies of the education system of the past and the jobs for life of the old
economy. It is argued that these times demand a subject who is capable of
constant self-invention (2008, p. 229)

The government’s role is ‘to provide advice and assistance to enable self-governing subjects to
become normal/responsible citizens, who voluntarily comply with the interests and needs of the
state’ (Richardson 2003, p. 516). Therefore, the new neo-liberal global economy is no longer

willing to provide long-term forms of support or external regulation of its citizens but has




35

shifted towards technologies of self-regulation. Failure is no longer the fault of state, inequality

or structure but has become the fault of the individual.

Various researchers have argued that the feminine is entangled in these new practices of neo-
liberal subjectivity in ways that position girls and young women as critical sites of crisis,
anxiety and success (Harris 2004; Ringrose & Walkerdine 2008; Gonick 2006). A neo-liberal
context has mobilised new demands to ‘do’ femininity in a way that balances traditionally
feminine qualities with traditionally masculine subject positions: ‘women are to
unproblematically inhabit both a masculine, rational, productive worker self, and a
(hetero)sexualised feminine, (appropriately) reproductive identity that both consumes itself into
being and is the object of consumption’ (Ringrose & Walkerdine 2008, p. 231). These practices
are not externally imposed but encompass ‘post-feminist gender-aware bio-political practices of
new governmentality’ (McRobbie 2009, p. 60). For Ros Gill (2007) successful post-feminist
positions are gained by women who manage to combine success in the workplace with
consumptive practices to construct a body amenable to male heterosexual desire: a powerful
hetero-femininity. Furthermore McRobbie (2009) pinpoints the role of self-improvement
consumer culture, epitomised by television programmes What Not To Wear, 10 Years Younger
and Would Like To Meet, in the subtle enforcement of a new gender regime; consumer culture
supervises a ‘freely-chosen’ (re)production of respectable hetero-feminine identified bodies.
Therefore, the growing threat of young women’s autonomy to white, western masculine
privilege and heterosexual order is contained and defused within the production of mitigated
hetero-feminine subject positions. These shifts have been accompanied with an increase in
surveillance, discipline and denigration of young women who fail to fully embody these new

archetypes of femininity (Gill 2007).

In theorising British post-feminist popular culture, feminist cultural theorists have stressed the
‘disarticulation of feminism’, in which promises and gains in power for young women are
accompanied by a compulsory abandonment of political subjectivity, that is a rejection of
feminism. In The Aftermath of Feminism McRobbie articulates the situation faced by young

women in contemporary Britain:

A kind of hideous spectre of what feminism once was is conjured up, a
monstrous ugliness which would send shudders of horror down the spines of
young women today, as a kind of deterrent [... TJhe abandonment of feminism,
for the sake of what Judith Butler would call intelligibility as a woman, is
amply rewarded with the promise of freedom and independence [...] There is a
kind of exchange, and also a process of displacement and substitution going on
here. The young woman is offered a notional form of equality, concretised in
education and employment, and through participation in consumer culture and
civil society, in place of what a reinvented feminist politics might have to offer
(2009, p. 1-2)
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The risks of associating with feminist debates, campaigns and communities become too
threatening for young women’s self-construction of a privileged hetero-feminine self, identity
and body. An effect of this can be seen in research with young white middle-class women who
reject a feminist identity despite an overwhelming acceptance of feminist-won ideals, equality
and entitlements (Aronson 2003; Budgeon 2001). Within the logic of post-feminism, visible
excesses of lesbianism and feminism mark out hetero-feminine bodily failure. Various queer
girl subjects are incomprehensible within this gender regime: ‘rigorous requirements of the
commercial domain addressed to young women are radically uninhabitable by young lesbian

women’ (McRobbie 2009, p. 86). Subsequently McRobbie fails to interrogate young queer

women and girls’ (sub)cultural resistance of hetero-feminine norms of popular culture. Radical
feminist and lesbian subjects are detested by generations of girls and young women who are
required to embody the repackaged hegemonic hetero-femininities on offer within an ‘equal’
society. The identificatory sites on offer within post-feminist commercial culture can be
considered phobic. By using the term phobic, I concur with Jose Mufioz (1999) in his
assessment of commercial culture as key in the (re)production of fear of gender and sexual

diversities in its persistent marginalisation of trans, feminist and queer subject positions.

The dominant strategy of contemporary LGBT political activism within this neo-liberal milieu
has been that of normalisatiqn: seeking access and acceptance in mainstream culture and
attaining equal rights of citizenship (Richardson 2005). Therefore, it could be argued that
challenges to gender and sexual hegemony represented by feminism and LGBT activism have
been neutralised within a redeployment of conventional hetero-gendered ideals: the centrality of
monogamy, family and marriage — alongside the binaries of heterosexual/homosexual,

male/female, and masculine/feminine — have been reinforced in contemporary social life.

In line with the observations of other queer writers in girl studies, cultural studies and popular
culture, despite well-meaning feminist intentions, girl studies can easily fall into the trap of
reaffirming the conventional ordering of female sex, feminine gender and heterosexuality
(Halberstam 2003; Driver 2007). Girl studies often perpetuate a world of neatly arranged
feminine girls and masculine boys secured within a heterosexual foundation that efficiently acts
to motivate and shape negotiations of popular culture and wider society. This framework
obscures the complexities of girls’ practices and identities that resist binary logics of gender and
sexuality. Girl studies is troubled by an ‘ambivalence about the status of girls who are sexually
desiring subjects, especially desiring of other girls and those girls whose identifications may or
may not be feminine’ (Driver 2007, p. 37). Privileging girls’ private consumption of adult-
produced popular media also leaves little room for attending to girls’ and young women’s
critical (sub)cultural productive practices (see Schilt 2003b; Kearney 2006). A homogenous

focus on hetero-feminine girlhood ignores and obscures multiple positions; girls who desire
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girls, queer girls, bisexual girls, culturally productive girls, rebellious girls, subcultural DIY

girls, girls who identify as boys and girls who identify as queer femme girls.

Girl studies seems unable to break the cycle of neo-liberal hetero-feminine girlhood to consider
how girls and young women resist and rework their worlds within grassroots spaces of
resistance that form part of a globalised network of protest and activism (see Marchart 2004;
Harris 2008). McRobbie dismisses the viability of contemporary young women and girls’
subcultural resistance in Britain: ‘in a sense subcultures, with the promise for young people of
escape and possibilities of dissolving a self in favour of collectivity and communality, have also
become things of the past’ (2009, p. 121). Counter-cultural queer girls are unintelligible within
the good-girl/bad-girl dichotomy and post-feminist consumer-centric assumptions embedded
within girl studies. Just like the invisible girls of traditional subcultural theory, contemporary
girls’ subcultural practices risk being misrecognised by feminist discourses. Recently, feminist
scholars have argued that contemporary feminist activisms may defy traditional models of
feminist protest, to move towards something more diffuse, less visible or recognisable to current
paradigms of activism and protest (Bulbeck 2006; Martin et al 2007; Downes 2008). Occasional
glimpses can be seen in multi-disciplinary work that attends to visible aspects of riot grrrl,
fanzine networks and Ladyfest (Gottlieb & Wald 1994; Riordan 2001; Feigenbaum 2006;
Driscoll 1999; Rosenberg & Garofalo 1998; Leonard 1998, 2007; Wald 1998; Fuchs 1998;
Kearney 1997, 1998a, 1998b, 2006; Turner 2001; Zobl 2004; Triggs 1998; Schilt 2003a, 2003b,
2004; Schilt & Zobl 2008; Duncombe 1997, Piano 2002, 2003). At present, Anita Harris (2004,
2008) seems to be the only girl-studies scholar to consider the political potential of these ‘border
spaces’ as crucial sites for the expansion of other ways of being and doing girlhood. The
construction of girl (sub)culture offer crucial spaces, networks and resources for the articulation
of genders and sexualities that defy heterocentric order throughout the history of girlhood. The
political ramifications and diverse experiences of ‘DIY feminism’ (see Bail 1996, p. 4) have just
begun to be discussed in girl studies, most evidently in the edited collection Next Wave
Cultures: Feminism, Subcultures, Activism (Harris 2008). Tracing the historical development of
girl culture, I aim to outline the need to pay attention to girl-produced (sub)cultural practices,
not because of any misguided search for an authentic girlhood or to argue for the superiority of
underground practices over mainstream media consumption. Instead I will argue that this
practice of reclaiming counter-cultural public space is a crucial legacy for the contemporary
feminist movement, queer feminist politics and the everyday lived experiences of girls and

young women.
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1.4.3 Girl Cultures: Claiming counter-hegemonic space

In The New Girl, Sally Mitchell (1995) argues that late nineteenth-century Britain underwent
vast changes that allowed for the construction of a space of transition for girls. No longer
considered a child, but still not quite an adult, girls experienced an increase in leisure time and
decline of responsibilities as a ‘child at home’. Advancements in compulsory education,
changes in child-labour laws, increases in the cultural autonomy of the middle class, new female
occupations and opportunities for extended spells of intellectual development expanded girls’
opportunities to engage in the public sphere. It is important to recognise that working-class and
poor girls’ leisure time was curtailed by demanding domestic, childcare and labour
responsibilities, and limited finances that did not hinder middle-class girls. Noﬁetheless,
Mitchell argues that a growing faction of middle-class and working-class girls constructed their
own girl culture - a space distinct from adult expectations in which to dream of new ways of
being in the world that differed from their mothers’ paths. Girls found space to re-examine the
centrality of domesticity, marriage and childrearing in their lives and explore opportunities for

public autonomy.

Commercial adult-made artefacts of girl culture, including magazines and books, provided girls
with another set of possibilities that waited outside the boundaries of their family and home.
Sally Mitchell (1995) explored the prolific girls’ author L. T. Meade, whose books and journal
Atlanta encouraged girls to become intelligent and strong career women. In her formula-
fictions, girls were active protagonists, portrayed in various careers and scenarios as nurses,
teachers, art students and journalists. Meade’s stories also pay homage to the complexities of
female friendship and valued special bonds between girls. Despite her fictional works being -
banned from libraries in 1929, deemed to offer ‘no literary value’ to culture, Meade’s books and
journal were extremely popular amongst girls, attracting letters from girls such as Evelyn Sharp,
who would later become a prominent militant suffragette. Despite the promises of cultural
production within this early girl culture, the traditional pressures and expectations of marriage,
maternity and appropriate feminine appearance, skills and behaviour still pervaded girls’ lives,
eventually disciplining girls back to roles within the family and domestic structure (Dyhouse
1981).

Writing letters and diaries became a crucial element of this early girl culture. Writing was
characterised as an essential educational skill for middle-class women and American girls were
encouraged to write informative letters that documented major social events, as well as diaries
that listed daily events chronologically, both of which were frequently checked over by parents
(Kearney 2006). Within the late nineteenth and early twentieth century girls began to use their
diaries as private spaces for self-expression, reflection and to document their intimate emotional

and increasingly sexually desiring lives. It became a common practice for girls to share their
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diary excerpts with their close female friends. The new circumstances of girls entering boarding
schools and the outbreak of war provided girls with letter-writing opportunities to maintain
long-distance friendships and to boost the morale of soldiers, expanding their horizons,

knowledge and sense of possibility.

In the nineteenth century domestic music-making was synonymous with bourgeois girls and
women (Scott 1989; Gillett 2000; Solie 2004; Fuller 2004). In ““Girling” at the Parlor Piano’,
Ruth Solie (2004) analyses diaries, sheet music and etiquette guides to discuss the role of piano
playing in nineteenth-century bourgeois life. To be good and dutiful daughters, girls were
expected to share their mother’s domestic responsibilities and perform moral and emotional
work through playing the piano. Girls’ piano playing was centred on pleasing family and
friends; for instance, in offsetting the alienation experienced by the father after a day at work or
in entertaining guests at special occasions. Romantic discourses constructed idealised
womanhood as intuitive, artistic, nurturing, delicate and shy, and piano playing offered girls an
appropriate avenue to improve and perfect a convincing performance of femininity in posture,
appearance and manner. The piano was also a charged site for enactments of (hetero)sexuality;
musicality was widely believed to be a highly desirable quality in a potential wife and music
proved to be highly effective as bait in securing male desire (Solie 2004, p. 114). Alongside
diaries, the piano often held special significance for girls and women as a ‘source of emotional

rescue’ (Solie 2004, p. 110) to articulate desire, frustration and anger at the world around them.

On both sides of the Atlantic the twentieth century’s abundance of consumer culture and
entertainment in the form of films and recorded music allowed for the proliferation of girl fan
cultures. Girls frequently engaged in cultural productive practices together, in the creation of fan
letters, scrapbooks, newsletters and fan clubs that ‘allowed girls a specific form of cultural
expression that offered them a public forum for what normally has been private discourse’
(Scheiner 2000, p. 133). However, girl fan cultures transformed dramatically after World War II
(see Keamey 2006, p. 38). Girls’ fan cultural production became displaced by the manufacture
of mass-produced fan commodities, such as posters and magazines, which were positioned as
superior in the battle for post-war economic recovery (Cohen 2003). Within advanced capitalist
society, consumerist forms of fanhood are believed to have proliferated as an increasingly
commercialised teen culture elevated male stars and celebrities, subsequently redefining girl
culture as a heterosexual enterprise (Kearney 2006). Girl cultures thrived in the public eye with
the Flappers in the 1920s, the Bobbysoxers and Teenyboppers taking hold in the 1950s, and the
girl fans of 1960s Beatlemania and 1990s Spicemania. Girls and young women have become

categorised as a lucrative demographic for popular cultural commodities and teen merchandise.

However, research into girls’ fan practices has troubled the simple relationship between girl fan

practices and the passive consumption of commodities. One study of Spice Girl fans found that
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whilst many were bought band merchandise by adults, the importance of merchandise to girl fan
identity was challenged. The crux of Spice Girl fanhood practices was located in reproduced
tapes and cheap posters. Serious play was central to Spice girl fan identity, in which favourite
Spice Girl songs, personas and dance routines were acted out in a variety of public and private
spaces (Cowman & Kaloski 1998). This demonstrates that girls are creative cultural scavengers
who can manipulate popular culture in order to create unpredictable practices and meanings
beyond those that adult-producers can foresee. However, the spectacle of girl culture is
constantly troubled by hegemonic pressures to realign girl culture within discourses of hetero-
femininity and post-feminism. (Sub)cultural resistance can offer girls and young women
productive opportunities to enter the cultural conversation, to resist and rework prevalent

discourses of feminism, gender and sexuality.

1.5 ‘Your World, Not Ours’s® Girls’ (sub)cultural resistance

Characteristics of male power include: the power of men [...] to cramp
[women’s] creativeness [witch persecutions as campaigns against midwives
and female healers and as pogrom against independent, ‘unassimilated’
women, definition of male pursuits as more valuable than female within any
culture, so that cultural values become the embodiment of male subjectivity;
restriction of female self-fulfillment to marriage and motherhood; sexual
exploitation of women by male artists and teachers; the social and economic
disruption of women's creative aspirations; erasure of female tradition] (Rich
1980a, p. 233)

Following the sentiments of Adrienne Rich, many scholars have argued that modern cultural
industries are socially produced as ‘male-dominated’ heteronormative structures that limit the
culturally productive options for creative girls and women (Bayton 1998; Davies 2004;
Richards & Milestone 2000; Gill 1993). Ethnographic studies have illuminated the complex
processes at work within cultural industries that shape popular culture. For instance, the
interplay of the often coﬁﬂicting factors of dominant political systems, institutional constraints,
time scales, power relations, economic interests, audience feedback, distribution networks,
marketing, sales and aesthetic considerations impact upon the style and content of cultural
production (see Mahon 2000; Forde 2001). Over time, taken-for-granted conventions,
discourses and codes of cultural production within profit-centred cultural industries become
embedded, limiting the cultural symbolic imagination. The convolution of capitalism and
patriarchy constructs the economically viable audience as males aged between 18 and 34
(Keamey 2006). Popular culture becomes produced as masculine, privileging stereotypical male
interests and creators. Subsequently popular culture becomes saturated with celebrated white

male icons, film directors, cultural critics, musicians, artists, actors and authors.

* Bikini Kill ‘Resist Psychic Death’ The C.D. Version of the First Two Records (Kill Rock Stars, 1994)
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Marginalised identities and cultures become distorted and unrepresentable within processes of
normalisation that privilege conventional white and hetero-gendered youthful bodies. However
this cultural dominance is never guaranteed; it must be struggled for. The normalising intentions
of popular culture are never complete; resistance is always possible. Alongside representations
of empowered post-feminist hetero-femininities, the resistant allure of LGBT identities has also
entered the popular consciousness via cultural industries. Kimberley Peirce’s 1999 feature film
Boys Don’t Cry brought consciousness of the violent death of rural transgendered American
Brandon Teena to an international level. In the 1990s various American popular performers - k.
d. lang, Melissa Etheridge and the Indigo Girls — came out publically. Since the 1990s, lesbian
chic has culminated in the visibly lesbian character Willow in US television series Buffy the
Vampire Slayer and Fox’s longest running US television series The L-Word, a drama dominated
by lesbian characters, issues and culture. In the UK, lesbian culture has also become visible in
the national consciousness, in the successful publication of lesbian magazine Diva, the
storylines of lesbian characters featuring in nationally revered soaps Eastenders, Emmerdale,
Brookside and Coronation Street, the television series Sugar Rush, and national music talent-
show winner Alex Parks. Nonetheless critics have argued that the heterosexual norm has been

left unchallenged by the inclusion of lesbianism within popular culture (Stein 1995).

This popular visibility of non-normative sexualities can provide queer girls with shared
narratives; however, these popular cultural representations are also ‘controlled pleasures’ (Fiske
1989), as the redeployment of hegemonic discourses of gender, ‘race’, ethnicity and age can
minimise the threat of queer life to existing social order. In Susan Driver’s (2007) study of
queer girls, everyday cultural consumption of lesbian popular culture was characterised as
complicit as well as resistant. Queer girls yearned for shared mainstream cultural narratives of
queer desire to produce queer identities, establish belonging, public acceptance and claim
pleasure. However, as globalised media institutions fulfilled the wishes of this lucrative
demogrdphic, girls’ cultural negotiations were also laced with a critical awareness of the
closures and omissions at work within media formulations of sexual difference. Queer girls
were critical of ‘mainstream’ lesbian magazines that represented lesbian identities and interests
through a normalised racialised, classed and gendered lens of feminine beauty. The inability for
popular culture to provide complex representations sensitive to the particularities of queer girl
experience spilt over into a search for other cultural representations. Queer girls used a wide
repertoire of ‘mainstream’ and ‘underground’ cultures, frequently interrupting the boundary
between DIY and consumer cultural spheres. For instance, online communities and girl fan
cultures opened up knowledge about girls’ subcultural productions as valuable resources for the
everyday enactments of non-normative genders and sexualities. Therefore, Susan Driver’s
(2007) work demonstrates how girls are active participants in their articulations of queer

identities within both ‘commercial’ and ‘underground’ cultural sites. In order to configure
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identity, queer girls engaged in ‘textual poaching’ (Jenkins 1992) to rework the meaning of
cultural representations and resist commercial producers norms and values. In queer girl
negotiations with culture, the mainstream was displaced as the central resource for constituting
girls’ identities. Power and pleasure were relocated in the unintelligible and ambiguous - texts
that stayed open to the intangible, unexpected and unpredictable (Driver 2007; Stein 1995). In
Another Mother Tongue: Gay Words, Gay Worlds, Judy Grahn emphasised the continuity of
lesbian and gay culture as ‘sometimes underground, sometimes above ground, and often both’
(1984, p. xiv). Queer culture increasingly disrupts the boundaries between popular and
underground, the visible and the incomprehensible, the inside and the outside. The spaces and

identities of queer culture need to be reconsidered:

Homosexuality is no longer to be seen simply as marginal with regard to a
dominant, stable form of sexuality (heterosexuality) against which it would be
defined either by opposition or homology [...] Thus, rather than marking the
limits of social space by designating a place at the edge of culture, gay
sexuality in its specific female and male cultural (or subcultural) forms acts as
an agency of social process whose mode of functioning is both interactive and
yet resistant, both participatory and yet distinct, claiming at once equality and
difference (de Lauretis 1991, p. iii — xviii)

Therefore, to position queer subcultural life as the oppositional counterpart to the dominance of
commercial culture is unworkable and it is not my intention to privilege and romanticise
spectacles of ‘resistance’ over everyday ‘compliance’ with commercial culture. The boundaries
between what is perceived as ‘underground’ and ‘mainstream’ are considerably leaky and open
to question in queer feminist worlds. This is another reason for the use of the term (sub)culture
rather than subculture; to acknowledge the permeable boundary between culture and subculture.
Queer feminist (sub)cultural participation is not a simple rejection of dominant mainstream
representations and valorisation of authentic underground texts, but encompasses a critical

questioning of the social (re)production of gender and sexual norms in (sub)culture.

In contemporary culture, advances in media and communication technologies have enabled
marginalised groups to secure the means to self-consciously create cultural forms — music, film,
video, literature and visual art — to construct, reconfigure and communicate meanings associated
with their racial, ethnic, gender, sexual and national identities (Ginsburg 1991, 1997; Mahon
2000; Garrison 2000). This ‘cultural resistance’ focuses on the practices of ordinary people and
amateurs in reworking, resisting and redeploying cultural narratives in the constitution of
counter-cultural subjectivities, spaces and practices (see Duncombe 2002). Howard Becker
(2005) argues that the sociological bias towards the study of commodified end products of
popular culture ignores huge areas of important cultural activity carried out by ordinary people.
Furthermore, studies of girls’ and young women’s (sub)cultural resistance have been

marginalised, as stories of men’s cultural resistance in the public sphere are privileged and
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women’s stories of cultural resistance are restricted to the domestic sphere.* Local feminist and
queer communities and art worlds can develop around marginalised amateur cultural
productions, establishing idiosyncratic logics of style, aesthetics, value and purpose. These DIY
queer and feminist practices can add critical counter-narratives, spaces and communities to the
wider cultural representation of genders and sexualities. I will now summarise the main
contemporary (sub)cultural resistant practices of girls and young women that have been

theorised across a range of disciplines.

1.5.1 ‘We are turning cursive letters into knives’? Self-publishing girls

Drawing on a shared history of women’s writing, girls and young women have continued to
self-produce literature free from institutional and corporate interests as a response to the
omission of girls’ and women’s diverse voices, interests and talents from popular culture. The
development of cheap and accessible photocopying and word-processing technologies has
allowed girls to develop a shared space in which to contest normative discourses of hetero-
feminine girlhood. Since the 1970s, British women frustrated with the representation of women
and feminism in the popular press responded by starting up their own publications, such as
Spare Rib, Bad Attitude and Shocking Pink. Girls’ self-publication practices in print mediums,
for example in fanzines, more commonly known as zines, have been widely acknowledged as a
crucial part of girls’ resistance to the cultural and social devaluation of women and girls (Schilt
2003b; Bell 2002; Harris 2003; Piano 2003; Comstock 2001; Leonard 1998; Duncombe 1997).
The contemporary networks and friendships made through the exchange of zines between girls
and women become crucial in creating counter-public spaces for the everyday questioning of

normative discourses of genders and sexualities.

In the US lesbians fought against their public erasure and sought control over the
representations of lesbian sex practices through self-publishing lesbian sex zines like On Our
Backs, Venus Infers and Brat Attack (Collins 1999). Women and girls of colour have critiqued
everyday incidences and institutional structures of racism in US zines like Bamboo Girl,
Evolution of a Race Riot and UK-based Race Revolt (see Alcantara-Tan 2000). Zines also
provide outlets to share uncensored experiences, skills and information on reproductive health
(Viva Voce), mental distress (Alien, Toast and Jam) and parenthood (Hip Mama). In the 1980s a
frustrated Cheryl Cline (1992) began publishing the US-based Bitch: The Women's Rock
Newsletter with Bite to circulate information about women rock musicians whom profit-centred
rock magazines were failing to cover adequately. Contemporary incarnations, that focus on

circulating information about women’s cultural production, include the US magazines Bitch

* An example of this tendency can be seen in Stephen Duncombe’s Cultural Resistance Reader in which
Duncombe includes a section on women’s cultural resistance titled ‘A Woman’s Place’ (2002, p. 240-
274) and confines women’s cultural resistance to domestic spaces.

3 Bikini Kill, ‘Bloody Ice cream’, Reject All American (Kill Rock Stars, 1996)
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(1996 - present), Bust (1993 - present) and Venus (2000 - present). In the UK less-glossy and
often less stable feminist cultural magazines include Subtext (2006 - present), Uplift (2007 —

present) and Revolution (published one issue in 2005).

1.5.2 Cyberguris: politicising digital space .

The rise of the Internet has also impacted on the cultural productivity of girls and young
women, and led to the rise of the ‘cybergurl’ as ‘an emblem of women in the future — the newly
born technological woman’ (Driscoll 1999, p. 183). Despite the gendered discourse of computer
culture that positions men and boys as the principal creators and consumers of cyberspace, the
increased technical confidence of girls and young women has seen girls engage with digital
technologies to produce their own online virtual worlds (Youngs 1999). Catherine Driscoll
locates the cybergurl ‘across a broad but allied range of websites, mailing lists, and other
computerised artistic and political practices interested in women, technology and the image of
the future’ (1999, p. 183). Many studies have suggested that girls and young women tend to use
the Internet, in the home and at school, to communicate with others in chat rooms, emails and
message-boards (see Kearney 2006, p. 239 - 252). The girl fan sites scattered around cyberspace

demonstrate girls’ active cultural consumption and production of popular culture, and studies

have affirmed the significance of fan sites in girls® constitution of identity and community (see
Mazzarella 2005). Young women and girls have carved out their own space, constructing blogs,
message-boards and online e-zines, to express and explore their relationship to feminism. For
instance, in 2001 Catherine Redfern started The F-word an online magazine to bring together
young women eager to debate contemporary British feminist issues. Elsewhere, in 2004

American feminist Jessica Valenti set up feministing.com to bring together young women

bloggers to critique and comment on the world around them (see Valenti 2007). In the 1990s
many critical girl-centred friendships, communities and projects emerged from interactions
within online message-boards on record-label websites and AOL discussion folders (Starr
1999). One recent article positioned ICTs as a critical component of girls’ feminist activism and
networking within the organisation of a Ladyfest - a grassroots DIY festival that centres on

celebrating women’s creativity (Aragon 2008).

This explosion of online media might have spelt disaster for the print zine. In contrast, however,
the Internet actually provided an opportunity to expand the distribution of girl zines globally, as
distros (small independent distribution companies that sell various products like zines, records,
tapes, patches, badges and crafts) moved online. Distros were previously limited to attracting
orders through mail-order catalogues, adverts in zines, or specialist zines that listed information
about currently available zines like Factsheet 5. Girl distro sites are driven by a political
commitment to circulate subversive voices, information and ideas to counteract the power of

commercial cultural industries (Kearney 2006). Distros act to ‘intervene in corporate
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consumerism by promoting subcultural production that distinguishes itself from mainstream
marketing through stylistic, political and economic deviations’ (Piano 2002, Para. 25). Distros
actively reengage the radical template of feminist bookstores that emerged in the 1970s
women’s liberation movement with online commerce, to produce spaces for not-for-profit

circulation of radical media and construction of politicised communities and identities.

1.5.3 Girl visions: Girl-made films

In comparison to women’s literary traditions, film-making is a relatively recent cultural avenue
for girls. Barriers to girls’ film-making practices have included a lack of access to expensive
filmmaking equipment, the privileging of male directors, spectators and content in the
commercial film industry, art-funding cuts, and low confidence with media technologies and
technical discourse (Kearney 2006). Nonetheless, there have been active periods of girls’ and
women’s film production, which have been obscured by conventional narratives of film history.
At the turn of the twentieth century the introduction of the $1 brownie camera by Kodak
encouraged girls to take up photography as a hobby and explore nondomestic spaces (Kearney
2006). Furthermore, Patricia Zimmerman (1995) found that within this period women were
active home-movie makers, typically documenting their homes and children. However, by the
1950s men had secured their role as the key movie-makers, and the rise of Hollywood and
‘classic’ cinema reinforced marriage, child-rearing and male attention as the main concerns for
hetero-femininity. The rise of second-wave feminism initiated a desire to create films to depict
more positive representations of women’s lives and identities. In the 1970s feminists created a
film movement, and produced hundreds of documentaries and experimental films that centred
on women’s social and economic positions, issues of marriage, divorce and abortion, and

articulations of feminist ideologies (see Rosenberg 1983).

The rise of girl film-makers was stimulated by the invention of the video camcorder in the
1980s. Subsgquent advances in digital technology have allowed for a lighter, cheaper and less
complicated way of creating films, thus situating film-making as a viable activity for girls.
These technological transformations were accompanied by a rise of films about non-conformist
teenage girls, as feminist and women screenwriters, directors and producers found support for
their feature films. For instance, the films All Over Me (1997), Ladies and Gentlemen: The
Fabulous Stains (1981) and Go Fish (1994) foreground lesbian desire, close female friendships
and girls’ punk-rock rebellions. The 1980 film Times Square was inspired by a runaway girl’s
diary found in a second-hand sofa bought by the director Lou Adler. Controversy has raged over
the heavy cuts made to the film’s openly lesbian content; however, subtle lesbian overtones in
the friendship between punk runaway’s Nicky Marotta and Pamela Pearl do remain in the final

version.
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Film became a valuable medium for the expression of counter-cultural narratives of girls in the
1990s. In the early 1990s Sadie Benning became an art-world darling for her amateur films
recorded on a Fisher-Price pixel-vision camera in her bedroom (see Carter 1998). Her films
focussed on her experiences of growing up as a lesbian in a conservative hub of mid-west
America. Benning tells her stories through uncomfortable close-up shots, intimate confessions,
and to-up and rearranged fragments of commercial media. In the UK Lucy Thane made two 1
documentaries of the subversive girl-punk movements she encountered and was inspired by.
The first, It Changed My Life (1993), documented the UK tour of riot grrrl bands Huggy Bear
and Bikini Kill, and the second She’s Real (Worse Than Queer) (1997) focused on the
queercore scene in the US. Mary Celeste Kearney (2006) explored the relatively new field of
girl-produced movies and found a continuation of a tradition in girls’ movies of critiquing
discourses of media texts created by commercial cultural industries. Often poking fun at the
dominant representations of girls in teen movies and magazines, girls redefined their ideas of
girlhood. Girls attacked unrealistic beauty standards, celebrated women, explored race, and

critiqued the narrow roles that women occupy in society.

Various distribution networks and film festivals have allowed for girls’ and women’s films to

reach wider audiences. For instance, the now acclaimed film director Miranda July set up the
video-letter project Miss Moviola in 1995; women would send July their films, which she would iv
add to a compilation tape of women-made films and send back to the film-maker. Compilations

were also available to purchase and shown at film screenings, and information about the film-

makers was distributed and made available online. The project continues today under the name

Joanie 4 Jackie and Miranda July went on to make the critically acclaimed independent feature

film Me and You and Everyone We Know in 2005. In the UK, the Bird’s Eye View film festival

annually screens the work of emerging women filmmakers. The Leeds-based feminist film

production company Vera Media has created documentaries focussing on the experiences of

women in West Yorkshire for over twenty years. Film is a critical medium through which girls

and women can open up dialogue and space, to explore other ways of being beyond the hetero-

feminine gaze canonised in popular culture.

To summarise, research into girls’ and young women’s subversive cultural participation has
focussed on the tangible cultural productions of zines, websites and visual media. Studies have
elucidated the critical functions that cultural practices play in the constitution of resistant
communities, identities and politics. I want to shift the focus now, onto the liminal and
ephemeral cultural practices and legacies of queer women, in space and sound, which constitute

critical parts of queer feminist histories.
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1.6 ‘Some Girl’s Stare’:® Lesbian bar legacies and Queertopic futures

I just want a public place

where girls can meet each other’s stare
sometimes that's what it takes

to know you’re alive

to feel yourself burning just for some girl’s stare
(Team Dresch ‘Remember Who You Are’, 1996)

Dykes especially cannot be expected to live in worlds made by others. A
commitment to being a dyke is partly a commitment to invention —a
commitment to making up one’s own world, or parts of it, anyway (Trebilcot
1994, p. 138)

Claiming the right to occupy public space dominated by masculine and heterosexual privilege,
has been vital to the emergence of lesbian and gay culture and political activism. In the 1920s
bars were the first collective public spaces for women’s enactments of non-normative
sexualities and genders (Wolfe 1992). The inter-war years were critical for the (re)mobilisation
of hegemonic discourses and discipline of lesbianism and feminism. The development of
sexology and the obscenity trials of Radclyffe Hall and Oscar Wilde, proposed legal
amendments and parliamentary debates all constructed lesbianism and feminism as dangerous
threats to civilisation. This culminated in a fear of politically active and economically
independent women (Oram 1989). However, these new understandings of gender and sexual
deviance - for instance, the boyette, flapper, modern girl, and mannish woman - also offered
resources for constructing lesbian identities, community and culture (Doan 2001; Jennings
2007b, 2007c). From the 1930s, lesbians became part of the underground clientele of London’s
bohemian nightlife, and gradually claimed identifiable public space as an exclusive crowd at
particular bars, for instance at The Gateways club (Gardiner 2003). Oral history studies have
highlighted how such public sites provided unique spaces for the validation of women’s social
and sexual lives, becoming essential to the formation of lesbian community (Faderman 1991a;
Gardiner 2003; Bullough & Bullough 1977; Kennedy & Davis 1993). In the US, women’s
interventions in the urban landscape to secure meeting places, access to athletic fields, and to
open women’s bookstores, cafes, clubs, shelters and health clinics produced vital spaces and

outlets for second-wave feminist activism (Enke 2007).

These spaces of subversion were constantly attacked by the conservative status quo. In America
- lesbian bars were considered public meeting-spaces for deviant women and historically were
subjected to raids, closures, arsons and violent arrests. Until the 1960s, it was illegal for lesbians
and gay men to gather in public spaces where alcohol was served. Legal interventions sought to
discipline lesbian public spaces through the enforcement of secular laws that prohibited

women’s use of men’s clothing, and public displays of same-sex affection (Wolfe 1992).

§ Team Dresch, ‘Remember Who You Are’, Captain My Captain (Chainsaw, 1996)
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Officers often recorded names of club attendees to pass onto press contacts who would use the
information to publically shame lesbians and gay men. The infamous 1969 raid on Stonewall
Inn, a gay bar in New York’s Greenwich Village, saw gay men, lesbians and transgendered
individuals collectively and violently resist arrest in a police raid. This sparked the
development of gay and lesbian activism in the formation of the Gay Liberation Front (GLF)
and annual Gay Pride marches (see Duberman 1993). Therefore the process of securing spaces
for non-normative sexualities and genders is entwined with the history of lesbianism and
feminism, and has subsequently led to the political struggle for women’s liberation and LGBT

rights.

Tensions have emerged within lesbian and feminist communities, as factions struggled over the
character of counter-hegemonic gender and sexual identities. Within 1960s and 1970s lesbian
feminism, working-class butch/femme relations common to lesbian-bar subcultures were
considered harmful replications of anti-feminist patriarchal gender relations; for lesbian sex to
become successfully accommodated as a feminist political praxis, it was thought to require
complete egalitarianism (Inness 1997; Jeffreys 1989). Feminist ideals of lesbian sex spiralled
into the sex-wars debates of the 1980s and 1990s, which sought to rework conceptions of what
is considered normal and healthy in lesbian sex. Second-wave feminism struggled to consolidate
demands under a universal identity of ‘woman’ without undermining particularities of women’s
experiences across race, class, sexuality and ability. Lesbian feminist circles rejected feminine
signifiers in favour of an (ironically rather masculine) androgynous ideal, promoting natural
bodies, free of make-up (Inness 1997). This historical authentication and political legitimisation
of masculinised identities within lesbian subcultures has been problematised within femme-
centred queer theory (Nestle 1992; Austin 1992; Walker 1993; Maltry & Tucker 2002;
Brushwood Rose & Camilleri 2003).

Despite emphasising significant gains in women’s rights to public space, reproductive justice,
education, and the workplace, and the development of women’s studies and feminist theory,
conventional debates and histories of second-wave feminism have overlooked the
interrelationships, irreverence and fluidity in categories of feminism, lesbianism, femininity and
masculinity circulating in women’s subcultural spatial practices. Lesbian subcultures can be
associated with the development of queer transgressive practices. The normative ordering of
sex, gender, and sexuality can be contested in the contemporary production of female
masculinities, queer fem(me)ninities, transsexualism, transgenderism, drag kings, bio-queens,
and xxboys (Halberstam 1998, 2005a; Maltry & Tucker 2002; Troka et al 2002; Devitt 2006;
Brittan 2006; Bailey 2008).
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Increasing attention to the significance of space and place in queer history and contemporary
life has led to the development of queer geographies, which seek to shift understandings of
space as ‘a relatively passive backdrop against which “real” social and cultural processes are
enacted’ towards understanding space as constitutive of sexuality and gender (Mort & Nead
1999, p. 6). A person’s location within space can shape the constitution of queer subjectivity
(see Inness 1997). Contemporary changes in social, economic and political contexts
accompanied by sexual migration have led to the development of thriving gay and lesbian
districts within urban landscapes (Bell & Valentine 1995; Ingram et al 1997). Gains in queer
visibility circulate within an increasing array of consumer products, lifestyle options and leisure
pursuits. However this new gay and lesbian demographic suits an individualistic consumer

culture, geared up to line their pockets with ‘the pink pound’ (Chasin 2000);

Studies of contemporary gay and lesbian culture have been criticised for privileging particular
geographical locations and subject positions. For instance, studies have tended to concentrate on
the well-established commercial queer centres of San Francisco and New York at the expense of
rural locations (see for example Boyd 2003; Chauncey 1994). Gay liberation has been conflated
with consumer participation within capitalist social relations, privileging the white gay-male
professional middle-class (Bell & Binnie 2000; Halberstam 2005b). In comparison, lesbians are
less likely to participate in commercial libertarian spaces. Lesbians have less access to capital,
are often the primary caregivers of children and are less mobile in public space, due to an
increased threat of sexual and physical assault (Adler & Brenner 2005). In contrast, less
academic attention has focused on the construction of DIY queer feminist communities in the
margins of urban locations. DIY queer feminist (sub)cultures often seek to interrupt and critique
‘homonormative’ (Duggan 2002) pressures on non-heterosexual subjectivities and practices

perpetuated in gay and lesbian consumer cultures.

Those interested in the relations between queer identities and space have found inspiration in
Michel Foucault’s essay Of Other Spaces (1986). This essay, exhibited publically just before
Foucault’s death and later translated and published in Diacritics, introduced the concept of
heterotopia and asserted that ‘the present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space’
(1986, p. 22). Foucault viewed modern life as organised through hierarchical and oppositional
notions of space and time; examples include the private and public, family and social, and
leisure and work. His interest turned to spaces that interrupt this normative ordering of space
and time, termed heterotopias: constructions of place that revel in the contradiction and
juxtaposition of multiple incompatible spaces and break with the traditional order of time. This

concept of heterotopias has been employed within analyses of queer subcultural practices.
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In an analysis of queer subcultures Judith Halberstam (2005a) draws on Foucault to theorise
queer ways of living that interrupt the normative ordering of time and space. In part of her book-
long study In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives, Halberstam
focuses on the queer subcultures of ‘riot dykes’, homohop and slam poetry as instances of
‘queer temporality’. Halberstam uses these examples to argue for a departure from traditional
understandings of subcultures that position youth subcultures as ephemeral sites of adolescent
transition that become redundant once the responsibilities of reproductive adulthood are
achieved. For Halberstam, queer life is reconceived as a prolonged adolescence that can see
extended participation in queer subculture uninterrupted by the logic of family and reproductive
time.” A queer cultural theory of subcultures, she argues, ‘demands that we look at the silences,
the gaps, and the ruptures in the spaces of performance, and that we use them to tell disorderly
narratives’ (Halberstam 2005a, p. 187). It demands recognition of the alternative lives that exist
in the margins and shadows of commercial capital and visibility. Alongside queer subcultures,
queer autonomous spaces have emerged as key sites for anti-capitalist resistance to the
homonormativity of gay and lesbian consumer culture (Brown 2007). Organised as DIY
grassroots anarchist events in squatted venues around the world these ‘queertopias’, known as
Queeruption or Queer Mutiny, fuse sex parties, workshops, communal meals, and live music to
reclaim control over the production of queer culture. In many ways these gatherings echo the
grassroots networks and separatist festivals produced by lesbian feminists who sought to
reclaim control over the production of women’s culture from patriarchy and capitalism (Lont
1992; Kimball 1981, 2005; Sandstrom 2005). Queeruptions attempt to construct heterotopias in
which the normative order of gender and sexuality is open to disruption, contestation and
ridicule. Other DIY quasi-autonomous club-nights and feminist festivals, such as Ladyfest,
complicate the boundaries of capital and DIY production, and secure fleeting spatial moments in
which queer practices, performances and identities are articulated (Keenan 2007a, 2007b; Schilt
& Zobl 2008).

The act of claiming and defending public space has been a central concern within lesbian, gay,
queer and feminist histories and activism. The development of queer geographies has allowed
for a reconsideration of space in the constitution of genders and sexualities, and subsequent
critique has opened up the analysis of spaces that lie in the shadows of commercial gay and
lesbian culture. Foucault’s notion of heterotopias has been crucial in the development of queer
subcultural theory; this disruption of heterocentric order of time and space can produce

subcultural fissures in which queers can reorder their worlds, communities and practices.

7 Halberstam (2006, p. 104) is careful to emphasise that not all gay and lesbian-identified individuals
avoid settling down within a hetero-reproductive logic; likewise, not all heterosexuals conform to the
demands of reproductive time,
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1.7 Sonic resistance: Music, gender, sexuality and feminism

Alongside space, music is a critical cultural component implicated in the constitution of
gendered and sexual subjectivities. Music can be perceived as a medium through which
dominant gendered and sexual categories and identities are socially constructed, (re)produced
and circulated throughout society (Dibben 2002). However, crucially, music can also be used to
construct sonic space for resisting, reordering and reworking these dominant codes of gender

and sexuality, offering a resource for critical transgression and queer feminist praxis. In this

section I highlight how queer girls and women have utilised music and music culture as
(sub)cultural resistance. From the lesbian feminist music cultural legacy of Olivia and
Michigan, to queer and feminist subcultures of queercore and ribt grrrl, music (sub)culture has
produced spaces for queer acts that continually resist and redefine available genders, sexualities
and feminisms. However, in order to lay the foundation for a study of queer feminist music
(sub)cultural resistance, a review of current research of gender in the music industry and music

culture is necessary.
1.7.1 Boy’s Club: Gender, the music industry and music cultures

Research has argued that the music industry and music culture are both socially produced as
masculine within a set of contested gendered spaces, discourses and practices (Bayton 1997,
1998; Clawson 1999a, 1999b; Cohen 1991; Groce and Cooper 1990; Krenske & McKay 2000;
Walser 1993; Whiteley 1997, 2000; Schippers 2002; Leonard 2007; Bannister 2006). Girls and
young women have been characterised as key consumers of ‘mainstream’ pop music in the form
of vocal boy bands, teen icons and all-girl pop groups (Wald 2002). Status and power is
established within alternative music through the ‘displaced abjection’ of this symbolic
mainstream realm of girls and young women (Railton 2001; Coates 2003). The sexual
objectification and emotional labour of women and girls secures the heterosexual arrangement
of an otherwise homosocial sphere; ‘[girls] appear as nothing more than mindless, hysterical,
out-of-control bimbos who shrieked and fainted while watching the Beatles or jiggled our bare
breasts at Woodstock’ (Douglas 1994, p. 5). The arrangement of hetero-feminine female fans
and hetero-masculine male cultural producers perpetuates the hetero-gendered dominance of
popular culture. This situation undermines the cultural contributions of women and girls, and

obscures queer arrangements of gender and desire within music culture.

Girls’ and young women’s access to culturally productive opportunities within the music
industry and local-level music culture has been troubled at multiple levels. The music industry

is thought to experience horizontal and vertical gender differentiation, as women are located in

different areas of work further down the career ladder compared with their male counterparts.
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Men occupy the majority of the culturally productive roles within the music industry, as record-
label owners, tour promoters, radio DJs, music journalists, A&R workers and agents. Women
are over-represented in unskilled or semi-skilled manual labour, or office jobs that are
significantly lower in terms of pay, status and power (Negus 1992; Bayton 1998; Leonard -
2007). Male ‘cultural intermediaries’, the decision-makers crucial for a musician’s success, have
been criticised for (re)producing gender inequalities at various levels in the music industry. For
instance, radio DJs have been seen to deflect accusations of sexism and defend their dominance
of the airwaves by drawing on discourses of gender difference (Gill 1993). Similarly music
journalists and readers (re)produce a homosocial community, that prevent young women and
girls from achieving the gender-specific constructions of authenticity and credibility required
for admittance (Coates 1998; Kruse 2002; Davies 2004; McLeod 2001, 2002; Regev 1994;
Toynbee 1993). Local level music-making practices are also gendered, as research has located
women in ‘subordinate’ roles as the singer, keyboardist, or bass player, whilst men take up the
socially powerful roles in rock bands as the lead guitar-player or drummer (Clawson 1999a;
Groce & Cooper 1990; Bayton 1998). The sonic, lyrical and performative aspects of rock
aesthetics have culminated in a complex set of performances of hegemonic masculine
heterosexuality some have labelled as ‘cock rock’ (Frith & McRobbie 1978; Walser 1993).
This cock rock milieu extends to the gendering of spaces and language associated with rock
practices in practice spaces, instrument shops, record stores and live music gigs (Cohen 1991;

Bayton 1998; Leonard 2007).

Nonetheless, women and girls have attained some success and visibility within the music
industry. A plethora of feminist historical excavations has revealed the continuous productivity
of women throughout popular music (see O’Brien 2002; Hirshey 2001; Gaar 1993; Dickerson
2005; Carson et al 2004; O’Dair 1997; Tucker 2000; Warwick 2007; Grieg 1989). Women have
been critical in shaping the horizons of popular music. The vital contributions of vaudeville and
blues women Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey, blues guitarist and singer Memphis Minnie, and
jazz singers Billie Holiday, Anita O’Day and Ella Fitzgerald have been recognised. In Britain,
Ivy Benson’s all-girl orchestras and America’s all-girl swing bands exuded instrumental
professionalism (Tucker 2000). The 1950s saw the success of pop, rhythm and blues and soul
singers Lita Roza, Peggy Lee, Dusty Springfield, Connie Francis, Big Mama Thornton, Lena
Horne, Nina Simone and Eartha Kitt. Rockabilly women Wanda Jackson, Cordell Jackson and
Janis Martin pioneered paths for the evolution of rock ‘n’ roll. The 1960s signalled the
development of Motown and an era which saw girl groups dominate the mainstream charts with
the voices and concerns of female adolescence. Stax introduced the gospel-inspired soul of
Aretha Franklin. Rock band Goldie and the Gingerbreads became the first all-woman band to be

8 See Matthew Bannister (2006) for discussion of heterogeneous masculinities operating in indie rock
spheres.
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signed to a major label, followed by The Runaways, Isis, Birtha and Fanny. Pioneering
performers Janis Joplin, Patti Smith, Grace Slick, Mama Cass, Joan Jett, Suzi Quatro and Tina

Turner have all left their unique mark on rock ‘n’ roll music culture.
1.7.2 ‘Singing for Our Lives':* Women s music culture

Despite their commercial success, women have faced a systemic refusal to take womén-made
music on its own terms, especially if it explored themes of feminism, lesbianism, bisexuality
and queer desire. Subsequently some women critiqued the music industry through collectively
producing independent feminist music cultures. The most well-researched feminist music
culture is the 1970s ‘women’s music’ movement in the United States (see Lont 1984, 1992;
Peterson 1989; Scovill 1981; Sandstrom 2002, 2005; Cvetkovich & Wahng 2001; Casselberry
1999; Staggenborg et al 1995; Morris 1999, 2005, Love 2002). Within the second-wave
feminist movement, the idea of ‘cultural feminism’ emerged alongside political activism
(Taylor & Rupp 1993). Cultural feminist ideology, referred to as ‘third-wave’ feminism
(Kimball 1981), encouraged women to seize control over the representation of women in wider
society and provoke social change through the production of counter-culture. This practice
could include resistance of dominant representations of feminism; for instance, enraged by
Betty Friedan’s homophobic characterisation of lesbians as the lavender menace of the feminist
movement, the Radicalesbians developed their idea of ‘the woman-identified-woman’ that
argued for women’s complete separation from male definitions of women for a more authentic
women’s liberation (1970). These strands of lesbian separatism, cultural feminism and radical

feminism collided in the construction of an autonomous women’s music movement.

US-based ‘women’s music’ culture intended to create ‘music by women, for women, about
women and financially controlled by women’ (Lont 1992, p. 242). Collectively women
constructed an intricate widespread grassroots network and infrastructure which saw women
control every stage of music production, including record production, live performance, and
distribution. The Olivia Record collective is a pioneering example. Set up in 1975 in
Washington DC by a collective of college-educated lesbian women who published the lesbian
feminist monthly newsletter The Furies, Olivia Records quickly became a successful
independent label; their debut release, Cris Williamson’s The Changer and the Changed sold
over 60,000 copies in its first year. Women shaped every aspect of the performance in the
choice of woman artist, venue, grassroots promotion, tour management, sound engineering,
roadying and lighting. ‘Women’s music’ culture aimed to produce supportive spaces that
enabled a reciprocal relationship between the performer and audience, and reached women

(inter)nationally through grassroots distribution networks that covered women-owned

® Cited in Love (2002), p. 71
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businesses, bookstores and coffeehouses, as well as through mail-order and at live

performances. Ruth Scovill described the spirit of ‘women’s music’ culture:

Woman-identified because it speaks of self-affirmation and independence, of
women working together in new ways; of women caring for, sharing with, and
loving each other; and of women getting in touch with their power by getting
in touch with themselves (1981, p. 154)

In order to reject the patriarchal masculinity believed to be inherent in popular music, ‘women’s
music’ encouraged the evolution of a distinct feminine sound. An acoustic, folk, singer-
songwriter style tended to dominate the aesthetic repertoire of ‘women’s music’, evident in the
approach of popular ‘women’s music’ artists Holly Near, Cris Williamson and Meg Christian.
Women-identified lyrics constructed women as independent and celebrated the erotic potential
of women’s relationships (Scovill 1981). Supporters also mused about the possibility of
establishing a unique female musical form in women’s music. For instance, the women’s music
composer Kay Gardner has speculated about a ‘golden section’ that is unique to women’s music
(Kimball & Gardner 1981). Gardner linked these musical details to women’s biological
difference; ‘women are naturally cyclical beings, operating on a lunar cycle regarding both
menses and parturition. It is not unusual that we think and create in an organic form’ (cited in
Scovill 1981, p. 158). However ‘women’s music’ became heavily criticised for the perpetuation
of white middle-class norms within lesbian feminism. Important decisions, including the
selection of artists, were made by the more affluent members of the Olivia collective and
subsequent releases tended to be dominated by white women (Sandstrom 2005). Women of
colour experienced unequal access to recording contracts and tour opportunities and women
who already played louder rock, jazz and dance styles were denied support (Casselberry 1999).
However other sources defend the multicultural nature of women’s music that extended beyond
folk to embrace pop, rock, blues, latin and gospel sounds (Pollock 1988). Some direct attempts
were made to address racism within ‘women’s music’ culture; for instance, in 1978 Holly Near
and Amy Horowitz created Roadwork, a booking and production company, to support diverse

multi-cultural productions.

The creation of women-centred music festivals has been crucial in maintaining ‘women’s
music’ culture to the present day. These creative spaces provide important functions for the
validation of lesbian culture, individual empowerment and future feminist activism
(Staggenborg et al 1995). Bonnie J. Morris has uncovered 27 diverse ‘women’s music’ festivals
throughout history (1999, 2005). The first festival, the National Women’s Music Festival
(NWMF), was set up in 1974 at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana. Frustrated with
a local ‘male-dominated’ folk festival, Kristen Lems created NWMTF as a folk festival to
celebrate women folk-musicians. Despite the University’s refusal to operate a women-only
policy, the audience, performers and workers continue to produce the NWMF as a lesbian

cultural space (Meyer & O’Hara 2004). The more well-known Michigan Womyn’s Music
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Festival was started in 1976 by sisters Lisa and Kristie Vogel alongside Mary Kindig. Michigan
was organised as a women-only “safe space’ to highlight ‘women’s music’ and culture, and has
expanded to become the largest ‘women’s music’ festival in the US, attracting 4,000 - 6,000
attendees annually. Calls for cultural diversity have led to the conscious expansion of diverse
music, comedy, performance art, theatre, dance, film, stalls, “‘open mic’ opportunities and
workshops. Michigan is unique, in that all women who attend, work and volunteer are involved
in the process of collectively building, maintaining and physically dismantling the entire site of
the festival each year (Cvetkovich & Wahng 2001). Over the years, Michigan has become a
battleground for debate over the character of lesbianism and feminism (see Morris 1999).
Controversies have raged over lesbian sexual practices, whether BDSM (bondage, domination
and sadomasochism) practices feplicate exploitative social inequalities embedded in patriarchy.
In recent years the ‘womyn-born-womyn’ admittance policy and exclusion of trans-women has
become a point of generational friction, leading the protest-festival Camp Trans to organise in

the vicinity of Michigan.
1.7.3 Queering Women’s Music Culture: Female masculinities and queer fem(me)ninities

There is no doubt that ‘women’s music’ culture has been a source of strength for lesbians and
women. However, like all music cultures women’s music is the product of a particular
historical, political and cultural context. The generation-specific ideologies of ‘women’s music’
limit the participation of younger women and queer girls. The heterosexual/homosexual binary
remains uninterrupted as the emphasis lies on constructing a marginal lesbian culture that is
distinct and separate from the heteronormative world. Furthermore, the lesbian and feminist
ideals which circulate within ‘women’s music’ culture stress women’s shared experiences of
biological difference. Performers and audiences who complicate the homonormative ordering of
sex, gender and sexuality — BDSM, queer, bisexual, heterosexual, feminine and trans women —
repeatedly become the subjects of controversy. ‘Women’s music’ culture becomes a comfort
zone for homogenous concepts of lesbianism and feminism based on a politics of visibility (see
Phelan 1994). The stances of Michigan festival organisers have led some heterosexual women

to withdraw their support and involvement from organising committees (Sandstrom 2005).

‘Women’s music’ culture perpetuates a mutually exclusive binary of feminine folk/pop and
masculine rock/punk sounds. This fails to account for tﬁe experiences of women and girls who
are drawn to rock, hip hop and punk subcultures. Instead of considering the masculinity of rock,
hip hop and punk as offensive and inaccessible to young women and girls, attention needs to be
paid to how and why this masculinity may attract and compel young women and girls to
participate in the first place (Halberstam 2005a). Women have inhabited crucial creative roles in
the history of music subculture, as creative (sub)cultural producers in punk (Reddington 2007;
Leblanc 1999), rock (McDonnell & Powers 1995; Schippers 2002), hip hop (Pough 2004; Rose
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1994), riot grrrl (Rosenberg & Garofalo 1998; Leonard 1997, 2007; Kearney 1997, 1998a,
2006; Schilt 2004; Downes 2007) and queercore (du Plessis & Chapman 1997; Ciminelli &
Knox 2005). The androgynous ideal circulating within lesbian feminist ‘women’s music’
culture has been criticised for perpetuating links between masculinity, the male body and
patriarchal oppression (Maltry & Tucker 2002). As a contested space for gender and sexuality,
rock music cannot be considered a monolithic masculine structure void of resistant and
subversive possibilities. The ‘female machismo’ of women punk and rock musicians cannot be
simplified as a deluded replication of oppressive masculinity; it can also represent a valid
challenge to white middle-class sex/gender systems. For instance, the female masculinity of
rock musicians Suzi Quatro and Joan Jett can constitute complex challenges to conventional
understandings of gender and sexuality (Kennedy 2002; Auslander 2004). As mentioned above,
contemporary queer cultural theory has flourished in attending to such queer performative

practices.

In contrast, less attention has been paid to the subversive potential of femininity in gender and
sexual (sub)cultural resistance. The historical representation of lesbianism has tended to
position cross-gender, butch identifications as authentic resistance, leaving the femme to be
considered a passive dupe, a failed heterosexual woman unable to attract male desire who
accidentally stumbled into lesbianism (Maltry & Tucker 2002). In butch identifications it was
the ‘usurpation of male prerogative by women who behaved like men that many societies
appeared to find most disturbing’ (Faderman 1991b, p. 17), whereas lesbian feminist culture
regarded femmes to be suffering from false consciousness, foolishly adorning their bodies with
the make-up, tight dresses and high heels considered ‘tools of the patriarchy’ that undermined
the liberation of women. Feminine signifiers were stripped of all radical potential, to be
considered weak, passive and stupid. Femmes have voiced their frustrations in living with this
‘stigma’ of femininity within lesbian feminist circles. In her essay Femme-inism, Paula Austin’s
personal experiences of hetero-feminine misidentification leads her to ask a critical question -

‘what should I look like to be a politically correct lesbian-feminist of color?” (1992, p. 365).

“Third-wave’ feminism and femme-centred queer theory have both argued for a greater
recognition of the transgressive potential of feminine signifiers and identities (Baumgarder &
Richards 2000; Nestle 1992; Austin 1992; Maltry & Tucker 2002). I want to explore how the
term ‘queer fem(me)iniém’ is productive in the exploration of politicised and strategic
embodiments, celebrations and performances of femininities. The term queer fem(me)inism
combines Paula Austin’s ‘Femme-inism’ with Melanie Maltry and Kristin Tucker’s ‘fem-me-
ninities” to articulate a space for thinking about collective queer feminist activist possibilities of
the feminine. Melanie Maltry and Kristin Tucker’s idea of queer fem(me)ninine acts include the
role of loudness as a tactic to resist the silencing of women and femmes in the wider social

order; ‘femmes intentional creation of noise stands contrary to women’s position in society [...]
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it also means being vocal in the expression of one’s politics, articulating oneself powerfully’
(2002, p. 100). Austin’s account of femme-inism recognises the impossibility of constructing an
autonomous gender category free from inflections of white patriarchal society; instead, she
chooses to reclaim her femme identity, actions, and desires as a subject-position of agency from
which she positions her everyday life as activism - ‘our roles can oppress us, they have in the
past; they reflect the dominant culture as it now exists. But they do not have to. I take my life,
my decisions and actions, into my hands, as they were meant to be. I constantly deconstruct my

education, my language, my culture, my desires’ (1992, p. 365).

To speak from a subject-position of queer fem(me)inism is to evoke a critical awareness of the
restraints of hetero-femininities for girls and young women; however, it does not simply reject
femininity, but revels in critique, agency and pleasure through a reworked, reordered and
resistant femininity. It exposes the dominant social and cultural constructions of femininity
through an emphasis on denaturalisation, irony and play. For instance, Karina Eileraas (1997)
suggests that 1990s contemporary girl rock-bands challenged cultural representations of ‘pretty’
hetero-femininity through an active deployment of ugliness in their actfve performance of lyrics,
artwork, image, voice, sound, language, live concert practices, sexuality and the body. These
strategies enabled artists to ‘claim their bodies as their own battlegrounds, waging war on the
oppressive limits of conventional femininity’ (p. 137). Queer femmes of all sexualities have
collectively laid claim to their femininities as critical practices and performances that disrupt
conventional cultural performances of hetero-femininity (Hardy 2000; Austin 1992; Nestle
1992). The subversive potential of queer fem(me)inism lies in its explicitly political impetus, to
situate the individual, ephemeral and everyday negotiations of genders and sexualities within
wider networks of power; to collectively construct queer fem(me)inist countercultural spaces,
sounds and visions that provoke and disrupt images of hetero-feminine girls and giﬂhood.
Contemporary DIY queer girl music (sub)cultures like riot grrrl have engaged in queer
fem(me)inism through the active redeployment of conventional feminine images, aesthetics and
sounds within a DIY feminist discourse and punk music milieu. The production of queer girl
music (sub)culture offers a way to (re)imagine the world, a means to create space for
(re)articulating genders, sexualities and feminisms, as well as a medium to provoke, ridicule and
disrupt hetero-gendered popular culture. Therefore music (sub)culture can act as a rich resource
for social transgression, as Thomas Swiss, John Sloop and Andrew Herman argued; ‘Music is a
tamed noise, a structural code that defines and maps positions of power and difference that are

located in the aural landscape of sound. Noise, or sound that falls outside a dominant musical

code, transgresses the dominant ordering of difference’ (1998, p. 18-19).
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1.7.4 ‘Resist Psychic Death’:"’ Riot grrrl, Queercore and Ladyfest

Many studies have situated the riot grrrl movement as a brief era in the 1990s in which a
collective of young white women involved in the DIY indie-punk subcultures of Olympia,
Washington and Washington DC constructed a pro-feminist underground subculture comprised
of a handful of amateur all-girl punk bands, zines and discussion groups (see Gottlieb & Wald
1994; Home 1995; Rosenberg & Garofalo 1998; Leonard 2007; Turner 2001; Andersen &
Jenkins 2001; Kearney 1997, 1998, 2006; Schilt 2004, 2005; Wilson 2004; Belzer 2004;
Gamboa 2000; Kaltefleiter 1995; Cateforis & Humphreys 1997). Riot grrrl garnered significant
international UK and US media attention in the early 1990s; in contrast, queercore as an
underground movement that focused on queer visibility in punk has not attracted as much
attention (see du Plessis & Chapman 1997; Fuchs 1998; Ciminelli & Knox 2005). Mainstream
accounts have ignored crucial links between riot grrrl, lesbian feminism and queercore, to offer
mere glimpses that undermined the politicised potential of gender and sexual (sub)cultural life

(Kearney 1997; Schilt & Zobl 2008).

Reminiscent of second-wave feminism and lesbian feminist ‘women’s music’ culture, riot grrrl
was realised within specific cultural, political, technological, economic and social contexts. The
available cultural resources and experiences of young women, girls and queers in underground
indie-punk culture, accompanied with wider political threats to human rights, spurred on the
development of a fanzine network (Downes 2007; Schilt & Zobl 2008). Dubbed ‘angry grrrl
zines’, these zines expanded on the prevailing conventions of punk fanzine writing, connecting
personal narratives to damning cultural and political critiques. In pre-Internet America these
zines were exchanged and traded nationally through the post, often with handwritten letters.
This network afforded a space in which young women could rework their ideas about feminism,
gender and sexuality, connect and share their experiences with other similar others. Zines often
had provocative queer and girl-centred titles; Girl Germs, Revolution Girl Style Now, Sister
Nobody, Outpunk, Homocore and Bikini Kill, and key friendships were formed through these
fanzinenetworks. These relationships spurred on the development of pro-feminist punk bands
Bikini Kill and Bratmobile, who sought to extend their web of mutual support and encourage

the (sub)cultural productivity of more young women.

In Washington DC, members of Bratmobile, Allison Wolfe and Molly Neuman started a fanzine
appropriating the phrase ‘girl rio¢’ from a letter written by Jen Smith, along with the term ‘grrrl’
from the expression ‘angry grrrl zines’ coined by Tobi Vail, to create riot grrrl (Downes 2007).
Other friends and members of Bikini Kill joined in the weekly riot grrrl zine-production
sessions and événtually the idea of weekly women-only meetings developed. These meetings

became crucial in facilitating young women’s experiences, disclosures and discussions of sexual

"% Bikini Kill, ‘Resist Psychic Death’, The C.D. Version of the First Two Records (Kill Rock Stars, 1994)
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and physical abuse, sexualities, homophobia, racism, classisrh, capitalism and sexism. These
discussions critiqued the dominance of male approval, within popular and underground cultures
that perpetuated unattainable beauty standards, provoked competition between girls and
undervalued young women’s (sub)cultural productivity. The riot grrrl network was a catalyst,
encouraging young women and girls to produce pro-feminist zines, music, meetings and events.
Riot grrrl radically critiqued and reworked the conventional ordering of difference in public
(sub)cultural space and sound. Riot grrrl represented a queer fem(me)inist form of resistance.
Many associated with riot grrrl sought to reclaim the word ‘girl’ and politicise feminine
signifiers from denigration in second-wave lesbian feminism that permeated their experiences
with college women’s studies classes. Utilising queer fem(me)inist musical, performative and
spatfal acts, riot grrrl provoked, politicised and criticised hetero-feminine girlhood. Media
attention, however questionable, saw riot grrrl spread across America, eventually migrating to

the United Kingdom and Europe.

Queercore was a subculture that radically questioned heterocentric dominant culture and
challenged homonormative models of lesbian and gay identity. Queercore was interconnected
within riot grrrl, as Jody Bleyle commented: ‘in the early 90s the queercore and riot grrrl scenes
were so intertwined [...] that was a very strong part of where queercore came from’ (cited in
Ciminelli & Knox 2005, p. 142). The dissipation of riot grrrl, amidst a media blackout and
internal struggle over inadequately voiced issues of race and class privilege, saw a resurgence of
bands made up of lesbian, gay, bisexual and queer-identified members collectively build a
grassroots queer music (sub)culture around America. Bands like Fifth Column, the Ce Be
Barnes band, Team Dresch, The Third Sex and Tribe 8, assisted by queer-orientated
independent labels Chainsaw, Candy Ass and Outpunk, and event collectives like Homocore
Chicago and Homocorps in New York, created the spaces and sounds of queer (sub)cultural
resistance. Investing in punk sounds traditionally associated with masculinity, queer women
challenged the aesthetic boundaries of women’s music and complicated the performance of
gender and sexuality in music subculture. The queercore spirit has continued within bands like
the Haggard, the Need, the Butchies, Triple Creme and Sleater-Kinney, the independent labels
Mr Lady Records and Retard Disco, and festivals like Dirty Bird, Homo-a-go-go and
Queeruption. Contemporary queer acts frequently blur genre boundaries and often consist of
members from diverse gender and sexual identifications. Queer hip hop, or homo-hop, has
opened up new positions of cultural production, visible in acts like Scream Club, Stinkmitt,
Diamonique and God-des and She. Electronic music has also offered new opportunities for
queer (sub)cultural subversion, evident in acts like Gravy Train!!!!, Le Tigre, Peaches, Rhythm
King and her Friends and Lesbians on Ecstasy (see Halberstam 2007; Bridges 2005; Bottner

2005). Alarmingly, there is a scarcity of histories of queercore that focus adequately on the
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complexities and subtleties of young women’s and girls’ queer resistance; accounts often

foreground gay male musicians (e.g. Ciminelli & Knox 2005).

Riot grrrl has retrospectively been positioned as an important precursor to ‘third-wave’
feminism (see Mack-Canty 2004; Dicker & Piepmeier 2003; Rowe-Finkbeiner 2004; Gillis et al
2004; Gillis & Munford 2004). The phrase ‘third wave’ was coined by Rebecca Walker,
daughter of the African-American feminist icon and author Alice Walker, who proudly asserted
‘I am not a post-feminism feminist. I am the Third Wave’ (1992, p. 87). ‘Third-wave’ feminism
resists and critiques the discursive deployment of hetero-femininity and post-feminism within
popular culture. Responding to critiques of ‘second-wave’ feminisms that invested in a
universalised category of ‘woman’, ‘third-wave’ feminism revels in the exploration of
contradiction marked out in the individual experiences, identities and voices of young women
across intersections of race, ethnicity, ability, size, gender-identification, sexuality, class, nation,
education and occupation (see Walker 1995; Findlen 1995; Heywood & Drake 1997; Hernandez
& Rehman 2002; Tea 2003; Berger 2006). In a key ‘third-wave’ text Manifesta: Young Women,
Feminism and the Future, Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards argue for the reclamation
of ‘girlie’ ideologies within feminism:

Girlie says we’re not broken, and our desires aren’t simply booby traps set by

patriarchy. Girlie encompasses the tabooed symbols of women’s feminine

enculturation — Barbie dolls, makeup, fashion magazines, high heels — and says
using them isn’t shorthand for ‘we’ve been duped’ (2000, p. 136).

For ‘third-wavers’, femininity no longer automatically signals weakness, conformity or
delusion, but is reworked as a potentially empowering and politically subversive subject
position. The ‘third wave’ also expands on the traditional remit of women’s issues to organise
as a multi-cultural social-justice movement, to include diverse global political struggles over
climate change, environmental issues, racism, reproductive justice, AIDS awareness, trans-
politics, war and conflict, men and masculinity, poverty and globalisation. Unfortunately, the
majority of ‘third-wave’ theory is US-centred and even the scant British theorisations tend to
focus on academic analyses of popular culture obscuring contributions from British grassroots

(sub)cultural and activist spaces (Gillis et al 2004).

The existing literature on riot grrrl is limited by its focus on the visible artefacts and voices of
the US movement. It is the zines, media articles, lyrics, style and interviews associated with
Kathleen Hanna, Allison Wolfe, Kathi Wilcox, Tobi Vail, Molly Neuman, Sharon Cheslow and
Erika Reinstein that shape the prevailing definitions of riot grrrl (Gottleib & Wald 1994;
Reynolds & Press 1995; Kearney 2006; Andersen & Jenkins 2001; Turner 2001; Schilt 2000,
2004, 2005; Gamboa 2000; Starr 1999; Wilson 2004). However, my historical review of girls’
and queer women’s (sub)cultural resistance has uncovered a multitude of moments and

opportunities for the emergence of politicised girl subcultures. The absence of research sensitive
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to expression of girl (sub)cultures across diverse locations and times needs to be addressed.
Although stories of the origins of critical popular cultural moments are crucial, ‘revolutionary
moments in pop culture have their widest impact after the “moment” has allegedly passed, when
ideas spread from the metropolitan bohemian elites and hipster cliques that originally “own”
them, and reach the suburbs and the regions’ (Reynolds 2005, p. xvi). Nostalgic and
romanticised interpretations of US riot grrrl undervalue the (sub)cultural resistance of girls and

young women that span different locations and eras.

Currently, little research has delved into non-American and contemporary manifestations of girl
music (sub)cultures. British indie-punk music culture was transformed by riot grrrl and
developed girl-centred independent labels, riot grrrl chapters, bands, events and zines.!' The
work that.does attend to British riot grrrl tends to focus its analysis on zines, media articles and
written interviews (see Leonard 1998, 2007; Home 1995; Triggs 1998, 2004; White 2000; Blase
2004). The recent incarnation of Ladyfest has revitalised DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural
resistance across the world (see Downes 2007; Zobl 2004; Schilt & Zobl 2008; Keenan 2007a,
2007b). However, there is a lack of comprehensive interest in exploring the political potential of
these contemporary DIY spaces, music practices and participatory tactics for new considerations

of British queer feminist theory.

My research aims to address these omissions, to locate and understand participatory practices of
DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance in Britain. This research consists of three
interrelated empirical studies: (i) the construction of a history of riot grrrl culture in the UK that
includes an exploration of power, conflict and contradiction within oral histories, media sources,
zines and interviews; (ii) an ethnography of contemporary queer feminist music (sub)cultural
participation across the UK, to consider the importance of music participation within
(sub)cultural life; and finally, (iii) an analysis of DIY queer feminist music-making drawing on
case studies of queer and/or feminist identified bands; Jean Genet, Party Weirdo and Drunk

Granny.

! Between the inception of Ladyfest in 2000 and 2007 approximately 123 Ladyfests occurred in 27
countries; therefore the impact of riot grrrl and Ladyfest is not restricted to a British and/or US context,
but has influenced queer feminist cultural resistance across Europe, South America, Africa, Australia and
Asia (Schilt & Zobl 2008, p. 176-77)
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Chapter Two
Methodology

Sett(l)ing the Agenda: Interdisciplinary Queer and Feminist Tactics

a tactic is a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus [...]
the space of a tactic is the space of the other. Thus it must play on and with a
terrain imposed on it and organised by the law of foreign power [...] It must
vigilantly make use of cracks that particular conjunctions open in the
surveillance of the proprietary powers. It poaches in them. It creates surprises
in them. It can be where it is least expected. It is a guileful ruse (Certeau 1988,

p. 36-37).

A queer methodology, in a way, is a scavenger methodology that uses different
methods to collect and produce information on subjects who have been
deliberately or accidentally excluded from traditional studies of human
behaviour. The queer methodology attempts to combine methods that are often
cast as being at odds with each other, and it refuses the academic compulsion
towards disciplinary coherence (Halberstam 1998, p. 13)

The study of queer feminist music and music culture confronts and questions conventional
research practice. It disturbs the guarded boundaries between science and art; the researcher and
the researched; text, vision and sound; centre and margin; the spectacular pop cultural moment
and hidden everyday (sub)cultural production. Refusing to settle on exploring inner logics and
essences as adequate sources of (sub)cultural meanings, it foregrounds the political, cultural and
social mechanisms embedded in the everyday performative (re)constitution of identities. It
attempts to remain critically aware of the tricks of linearity, identity and language, to understand
how reliance on categories of girl, music, riot grrrl, woman, feminism, queer, lesbian, bisexual
and gay can be implicated in the reification of discourse invested in the maintenance of systems
of power. But it also holds on to the ability to rewrite, resist and reorder discourée, remaining
astute to hegemonic residue in the processes of social change. It invests in reflexivity,
recognising how research experiences impact on authorial identities, and it drives the desire to
locate, archive and represent the identities and practices of ephemeral queer subcultural life (see
Warren & Fassett 2002; Finlay 2002). It violates the traditional quest for ‘truth’ to forage across
multiple disciplines in its search for new interdisciplinary theories of cultural signification that
can address new questions of genders and sexualities which conventional methodology can
avoid and/or neutralise. I wish to outline and justify the methodological peculiarities necessary
for an interdisciplinary research project such as this, which draws on queer feminist subjects,

spaces and sounds.
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2.1 (Subjcultural Producers as Cultural Theorists

Feminist and postmodern critics of scientific methodologies have critiqued the impossibility of
social science to be objective, detached and value-neutral. The ability to claim knowledge of a
real social world by discovering grand narratives and universal truths has been deeply disputed
(Kuhn 1970; Feyerabend 1975; Haraway 1989; Harding 1987). Those involved in the
production of queer and feminist cultural theory often disrespect the requirements of objectivity
and detachment dictated by conventional social research. Nonetheless several studies of riot
grrrl have tended to find the social researcher engaged in the analysis of girl culture without any
previous involvement (see Leonard 1997, 1998, 2007; Kearney 2006; Nehring 1997; Eichhorn
2001; Gottlieb & Wald 1994; Kaltefleiter 1995). Instead, as Judith Halberstam (2005a) has
observed, the queer cultural theorist is more often a queer subcultural participant; commonly
sharing the same friendship circles and engaging in queer subcultural spaces as a fan, consumer
or long-standing subcultural producer. Subcultural participation permeates the study of DIY
subculture in other disciplines. Cultural studies and histories of DIY culture are commonly
undertaken by subcultural participants (Leblanc 1999, Moore 2007; Duncombe 1997; Andersen
& Jenkins 2001; Spencer 2005). In addition examples of musicians studying the music culture
within which they already create and perform exist within ethnomusicology, and have, more

recently, become present in musicology itself (Cottrell 2004; Titon 1997).

My position within queer feminist music subculture operates on a number of interrelated levels.
My desire for women’s punk music began when I was twelve years old; at thirteen I had
rejected violin playing and participation in choir and string orchestra, for an electric guitar and
alternative rock music making in my friend’s cellar. It was not until I left school, bound for
sixth-form college, that I came across riot grrrl. I was then a fan of the more accessible women’s
rock bands like Hole, Babes in Toyland and L7, and played guitar and sang in a local punk rock
band. A college friend called me a riot grrrl and made me two compilation tapes consisting of a
multitude of bands such as Sleater-Kinney, The Third Sex, Bratmobile and Bikini Kill. This was
1999; the year after Bikini Kill had broken up. By the time this culture was opened up to me, it
was already history. I'had a “click’ experience in another friend’s house when we were
discussing riot grrrl: it seemed like this combination of punk rock and feminism had the
potential to describe my own location in culture. Although, riot grrrl seemed too far in both time
and distance from my everyday experiences for me to really idéﬁtify as a riot grrrl, it did serve
as a useful term with which I discovered a network of young feminist music, writing and

culture.

I did not experience a DIY queer feminist space directly until 2001, when I attended Ladyfest
Glasgow, and my second Le Tigre gig at Joseph’s Well in Leeds in 2002. The energy and

inspiration I drew from these experiences led to the development of the Manifesta collective in
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Leeds. This in turn culminated in experiences of collectively constructing DIY queer feminist
spaces and sounds. I have been involved in promoting, DJ-ing, and organising the club nights
Pussy Whipped and Suck My Left One; arranged gigs for queer and feminist bands like The
Gossip, Drunk Granny, Jean Genet, Vile Vile Creatures, the Corey O’s, Lesbians on Ecstasy,
Gravy Train!!!!, Party Weirdo, New Bloods and Finally Punk; delivered practical skill-sharing
workshops covering DJ-ing and DIY feminist cultural activism; was a drum tutor at Ladies
Rock Camp UK in August 2007; co-organised the music events for the feminist cultural arts
festival Ladyfest Leeds 2007; and continued my music-making as a vocalist and bass player in
Black Bats, and drummer in all-girl post-punk bands The Holy Terror,"* Fake Tan," at present I

play drums in Vile Vile Creatures.'*

With this background, I can position myself as a fan, (sub)cultural producer and music-maker
within British queer feminist (sub)culture. Queer ferninist (sub)culture has influenced my
friendships, relationships and politics, which later determined my academic interests. In 2003 I
carried out my undergraduate dissertation; a critical feminist discourse analysis of focus-group
talk about riot grrrl. I did not anticipate continuing with this work until I chanced upon some
research-assistant employment from which I received encouragement to consider postgraduate
research. I was awarded a ESRC 1+3 scholarship in 2004. The opportunity to carry out research
into the historical legacy and contemporary landscape of DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural
production has enabled me to document and produce ‘an archive of the ephemeral’ (Mufioz
1996). This is a politically driven project, fusing academia and activism, to produce knowledge
to challenge and confront conventional understandings of British queer life, queer feminisms
and DIY music (sub)cultures. It takes as its starting point ‘communities that never seem to
surface in the commentaries on subcultures in general’ (Halberstam 2005a, p. 165), situated in
the British legacies of DIY (sub)cultural resistance in queer feminist counter-publics. Therefore,

my position complicates neat divisions, for example academia/activism, inside/outside and

12 The Holy Terror (Emma Rowe — guitar; Cathy Russell — bass; Julia Downes — drums; Helena Gee —
vocals) evolved from early Manifesta girl-friendly jamming sessions, and a period with Amy Brachi as
the vocalist under the name No Problems Disko. After my departure The Holy Terror manifested into The
Ivories (with Anna Prior — Drums) who were signed to Leeds indie label 48 Crash records, released two
singles ‘Reduce the Temperature’ in 2005 and ‘Heartstrings’ in 2006 and disbanded in 2006. The Ivories
were the only all-girl band to be featured in NME’s New Yorkshire feature in 2005.

" Fake Tan (Claire Adams — bass; Rosemary Lucy Hill - vocals & guitar; Julia Downes — drums) formed
in January 2006 and went on hiatus in December 2007. Fake Tan self-released one CD EP ‘Red Riding
Hood’ recorded at the University of Leeds School Of Music by Kate Whitaker and featuring artwork by
Ellen Burroughs. For more information see <http://www.myspace.com/faketanrock> [accessed on 1
August 2008]

1 Vile Vile Creatures (Jenny Howe — guitar & vocals; Sian Williams — bass & vocals; David — drums) are
based in Manchester, have self-released one CD EP ‘The Cabin Fever Tapes’, and the ‘Wilderness/Faux
Feminism’ EP was released by AARBR Records in 2007. VVC have been played and recorded a session
on BBC Radio including Marc Riley, Steve Lamacq and Huw Stephens. I joined Vile Vile Creatures on
drums in April 2008 after David’s departure creating an all-girl line-up. For more information see
<http://www.myspace.com/vilevilecreatures> [accessed on 1 August 2008]
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emic/etic. These contradictions bring a multitude of ethical, political and practical issues to the

fore, provoking the need for further discussion.

2.1.1 Access

Many researchers interested in riot grrrl cultures in the form of collective activism or fanzine
communities have had to negotiate access and acceptance as a temporary participant. Caroline
Kaltefleiter described her experiences of locating and accessing a riot grrrl collective in
Washington DC to be ‘the most difficult stage of the project’ (1995 p. 108). Kaltefleiter spent
three anxiety-ridden weeks scouring DC for someone who looked like a ‘riot grrrl type’,
encountering dead-ends and disconnected phone numbers. Similarly, Kate Eichhorn’s (2001)
study of a girl fanzine community was troubled as her requests for zines defied cofnmunity
norms and tacit rules. Her laser-printed requests clearly marked her out as a researcher in a
world where personalised, hand-written letters and reused envelopes were commonplace.
Eichhorn received only a fraction of the zines she sent requests for, learning that access to the
girl fanzine world was restricted and controlled by subcultural participants. ‘Informal access’
requires a researcher to understand the codes and conventions that distinguish and locate a
subculture (Glesne & Peshkin 1992). Similarly, in selecting punk girls to interview, Lauraine
Leblanc resorted to ‘ambush sampling’ wherein she would frequent punk sites and pick out girls
using her own judgments of subcultural commitment based on dress and demeanour (1999, p.
25-26). A researcher needs a sense of subcultural-specific knowledge concerning where to look

and how to approach and present their identity and research appropriately.

Queer girl subcultures, like riot grrrl, are embedded in a legacy of restricting and controlling
public access in order to preserve subculture as a ‘safe space’ free from external interference. In
late 1992 US riot grrrl culture, aware of its status as a popular cultural curiosity amidst negative
media representation, initiated a media blackout encouraging those identified with riot grrrl to
decline all media and expert contact. An anti-academic stance became a common feature of riot
grrrl discourse, as Karren Ablaze detailed in her zine: ‘Academia is a shitty place for me, it’s
like a long tall twisting staircase in a building with no doors, and little light, just enough to
realise that every few steps those ugly grunting noises are made by little pug-dog type monsters
with running noses and bad breath and they keep trying to sniff up to me — NO!!” (1992 p. 15).
Similarly, Caroline Kaltefleiter (1995) experienced a critical interrogation of her academic
identity, as many riot grrrl participants flatly rejected academia as patriarchal. My involvement
in a Riot Grrrl Retrospective panel at Ladyfest Brighton in October 2005 alongside personal
correspondence and interviews has enabled me to understand how and why key figures of riot

grrrl are critical of the academic theorisation and popular historicisation of riot grrrl.

In contrast, my experiences of conducting research on queer feminist (sub)culture within a

contemporary British context has not been characterised by such intensity or resistance. The
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majority of people I approached were happy to be interviewed and involved. The only refusals I
experienced within the oral history project were from two members of Huggy Bear who did not
respond to my request to interview them. This was not unusual, as Gary Walker, their ex-record
label owner, explained to me in an email; ‘from past experience, [they] are unlikely to respond
to any request for an interview! They just don't want to talk about this era, and have turned
down every interview that I've passed onto them over the years’ (personal correspondence 26
July 2007). Nonetheless, the relative enthusiasm and openness I experienced may also be linked
to the current social and cultural context in which riot grrrl has retrospectively become
celebrated"® and repositioned as an influential moment within popular culture (Gibb 2006;
Monem 2007; Amp 2007). When conducting oral histories and interviews, many interviewees
enjoyed the opponunity to reflect and were excited about the possible positive influence my
research could have. In terms of accessing contemporary sites of queer feminist (sub)culfure,
my position as a subcultural participant equipped me with plenty of tacit knowledge and
contacts in order to successfully locate and approach queer feminist (sub)cultural participants.
In many queer feminist (sub)cultural sites I was already established and recognised primarily for
my (sub)cultural participation. Therefore, the issue shifted to consider how, why and when it
was appropriate to emphasise my researcher role and to reflexively evaluate the ethical

implications and representational issues of my research.

2.1.2 Data production

I turn now to reflect on how my subcultural participatory position impacted upon the data
collected. It would be too simplistic to claim that my ‘insider’ position enabled more ‘accurate’
or ‘realistic’ data to be uncovered. However, my position has impacted on the issues I have
considered as well as how I have chosen to consider them, and have heavily informed my
methodological approach. For instance, from my perspective it seemed obvious that in order to
represent queer feminist (sub)cultural life, an auto/ethnographic approach would be best
equipped to allow me to address the everyday practices, processes and investments involved in
constructing queer feminist (sub)cultural spaces and sounds. An auto/ethnographic approach
challenges the distinction made between researchers and the researched in fieldwork. It enables
the inclusion of myself as a participant in research, to add my experiences as data, producing a
multidirectional gaze and dialogue between myself amongst fellow (sub)cultural participants
(see Denzin 1997). Recent studies of contemporary girl subculture, focussing on Ladyfest,
fanzine communities and girls use of cyberspace, have tended to rely upon the analysis of text

generated from indirect sources - Ladyfest websites, programmes, flyers, posters, email lists,

' The riot grrrl retrospective panel featuring Allison Wolfe and Tobi Vail I helped to chair at Ladyfest
Brighton 2005 represented one of the first times US protagonists publically reflected on their riot grrrl
experiences within Britain. The panel has been archived online:
<http://www.archive.org/details/RiotGrrrlpaneldiscussionLadyfestBrightonOctober2005> [accessed on
10 September 2009]
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written interviews and email correspondence (Leonard 2007; Aragon 2008). This inclination to
avoid face-to-face interactions and participation within (sub)cultural sites restricts the
exploration of the meaning-making processes embedded within the everyday (sub)cultural

practices of girls and young women.

In a study of girl fanzine culture, rooted in the textual analysis of zines, Kate Eichhorn (2001)
found that a face-to-face interaction with a fanzine writer in her home gave her critical insight
into how girls used technologies in their everyday production of zines. This led her to
concentrate on a previously peripheral aspect of her research, the resistant act of salvaging
neglected technologies in zine production. Therefore, participation in (sub)cultural life can
produce opportunities for interactive in depth analysis of the meanings subcultural participants
construct in their everyday practices. Reflecting on the fruitful data gained from her interaction
with a fanzine writer, Eichhorn notes how the experience ‘made [her] increasingly aware of the
extent to which knowing people only at the level of texts was both closing off and opening up
research routes’ (2001, p. 571). Auto/ethnography offers multiple routes to explore how the
textual, sonic and visual aspects of subcultures are produced, used and articulated in everyday
life. One exceptional study of riot grrrl subculture in New York City was conducted by Theo
Cateforis, a doctoral student of Musicology, alongside Elena Humphreys, a subcultural
participant of riot grrrl NYC and postgraduate art student (Cateforis & Humphreys 1997). The
combination of insider and outsider ethnographer perspectives enabled the production of a
sensitive and comprehensive account of how riot grrrl NYC collectively constructed and
understood their everyday subcultural practices, spaces and music performances. Another
successful example is Stacy Holman Jones’ elegant ethnography of women’s music organisation
at a folk-music venue, The Club (1998). Currently there are a handful of retrospective essays on
feminist cultural experiences written by those directly involved in riot grrrl (Klein 1997; Smith
1997; Lamm 2001 [1995]; Hanna 1999, 2003), Ladyfest (Hoffman 2006) and publications
containing interviews with riot grrrl performers (Juno 1996; Sinker 2001; Raphael 1995). In the
US Elizabeth Keenan has completed her ethnomusicological doctoral research on US Ladyfests
(see Keenan 2007a, 2007b, 2008). However, there is a lack of auto/ethnographic attention to
contemporary British queer feminist (sub)culture that interrogates how spaces, sounds and

visual aspects are produced and understood by its (sub)cultural participants.

2.1.3 Ethical dilemmas

Every stage of this research project has been met with personal and political concerns over the
potential impact of academic knowledge production within queer feminist (sub)cultural life. My
position is fraught, caught between contradictory demands and personal investments in both
academia and (sub)cultural resistance. I have struggled with one critical question: what does

this/our community gain from becoming visible in an academic context? Some feminists have
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argued that the utilisation of academic research processes within personal feminist activist
communities carries an inherent danger of exploitation (Neal & Gordon 2001). Inevitably my
research will produce unequal rewards for my academic identity in relation to (sub)cultural
participants. I have benefitted from greater access to the economic resources, time, training and
expertise than my fellow (sub)cultural participants. I have frequently reflected on the
comparative privilege embedded in my racial and class positions (white and middle-class) that
have shaped my acceptance and behaviour in academic feminist spaces. To deny the existence
of privilege would obscure the interpretative and representational power invested in my
position. Many participants were aware of the dilemmas involved in carrying out research on
radical subcultures within an institutional academic context and were happy to engage in
diaiogue concerning how I was managing these conflicting interests. I frequently made recourse
to the practices of existing queer cultural theorists. It is increasingly common for academics to
be involved in the construction of (sub)cultural knowledge, archives and histories; ‘queer
academics can — and some should - participate in the ongoing project of recoding queer culture
as well as interpreting it and circulating a sense of its multiplicity and sophistication’

(Halberstam 2005a, p. 159).

Furthermore, my research has confronted unexpected opportunities to intervene in the popular
cultural narratives of riot grrrl. In 2007 I was involved in the publication of a book solely
devoted to documenting riot grrrl culture by the London-based publisher Black Dog publishing.
Although initially reluctant to engage with the publication I found an un-used rail ticket to
London and agreed to meet with them. The meeting with the editor, Nadine Monem, was
validating but also perturbing. I was considered an expert on riot grrrl and my suggestions were
keenly scribbled into a notebook along with my ideas for contributing writers and book
structure. Up until this point my experience with media industries had been mixed and I was
chronically aware of the position riot grrrl has previously taken towards the media. Nonetheless,
Nadine made a good impression on me and insisted that the book would avoid the common
pitfalls of media representation I had described and would actively seek the involvement of
multiple perspectives and voices. I felt that contributing an éccessible account of my research
could be valuable way for my work to reach a wider audience and contest existing negative
narratives. I ended up as a contributing author, producing the chapter ‘Riot Grrrl: The legacy
and contemporary landscape of feminist cultural activism’ (Downes 2007). This experience was
also a rather uncomfortable crash-course into the world of commercial publishing, a radically
different world to academic publishing. The emphasis was on producing the book quickly,
gaining media approval and ensuring profit margins. This led to short-cuts, including the
unauthorised publication of an incomplete riot grrrl timeline, inattentive editing and haphazard

image permissions. Additionally, contracts were breached as final payments were withheld from
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the lesser known writers (including Cazz Blase, Red Chidgey and I) until significant pressure

was imposed on the publisher.

The uneven exchange between dominant-cultural scavengers and subcultural participants has
been discussed by Judith Halberstam (2005a, p. 156-159). Instead of fair payment, the payback
for subcultural participants’ cooperation with cultural industries is the opportunity to ‘use the
encounter to force some kind of recognition on audiences that what is appealing about
mainstream culture may well come from subcultures that they do not even know exist or that
they have repudiated’ (Halberstam 2005a, p. 158). This concern with the currently mainstream
‘hip’ and ‘cool’ was very evident in the editor’s choice of Beth Ditto to author the foreword of
the riot grrrl book. During 2007 Ditto’s band, The Gossip, became critically acclaimed in
Britain after their song ‘Standing in the Way of Control’ was featured on the youth-orientated
television series Skins. Beth Ditto and The Gossip appeared prominently in the indie-rock music
press, embarked on large successful UK tours, garnered tabloid press attention, made numerous
television appearances and Beth became a valued guest columnist and agony aunt at the
Guardian. The impact of The Gossip on the wider cultural consciousness had inevitably brought
riot grrrl back into the popular British imagination. During the production of the book it became
clear that at least one other book was in the planning stages at Passenger Books, to be authored
by the music journalist Miss Amp. Unfortunately Black Dog’s original goals became infused
with a new-found urgency of production; the priority was to publish, circulate and sell their riot
grrrl book before this ‘rival’ publication came to press. Despite the positive feedback I have
received since the publication of the riot grrrl book (see True 2007; Cihak 2008; McCabe 2007;
Ledger 2008) my academic work seeks to resist the grip the cultural industries can exert over
the British popular imagination and reclaim marginal and radical (sub)cultural practices; ‘the
more intellectual records we have of queer culture, the more we contribute to the project of
claiming for the subculture the radical cultural work that either gets absorbed into or claimed by

mainstream media’ (Halberstam 2005a, p. 159).

Throughout my research and commercial publication experiences I have been forced to reflect
on my ethical responsibilities towards the subcultural participants involved in my study. I had
formally gained their informed consent within our oral history and interview sessions, the
pronounced moments of data production. Participants were clearly told the aims and topic areas
of the research in an introductory email, volunteer information sheet and consent form (see
appendix 1), and any questions participants had regarding the research were answered. The
face-to-face interviews were audio-taped and typed up into a transcript which I emailed back to
participants to read and clarify, and I often asked further questions at this stage. Some
participants opted to contribute via email correspondence due to distance, time and
communicative preference, a decision I respected. I encouraged a reciprocal dialogue and asked

participants to co-construct their biographies retaining control over how they would be
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introduced within the text. The assurance of confidentiality was complicated in the project as
many participants were used to the conventions of music histories in which personal names,
band names and locations are central to the archival order. All participants wished to maintain
their real identities and associations with bands, collectives and locations. It also seemed critical
to retain this information in order to produce a history sensitive to the identities and situations of
marginal voices. Participants were informed of the potential viewers of the transcript material,
including supervisors and academic audiences in presentations, reports and lectures. The
commercial riot grrrl book venture introduced a new unanticipated audience. I found it
increasingly important to revisit each participant as their voice featured in the chapter narrative.
I emailed all participants with a draft of the chapter for comments, feedback and to negotiate
permission for quotations to appear in a commercial text. Therefore, informal consent and
knowledge production became a collaborative process, allowing participants to exert control
over their contributions at various levels of visibility. All participants remained content with the
inclusion of their voices in an academic text; one individual refused to be included in the

commercial text and a few made minor alterations to their quotations.

2.1.4 Researching with friends

Subcultural and academic spheres were increasingly blurred with the inclusion of existing
friends and personal activist communities and collectives within my research. The majority of
oral history participants were previously unknown to me; however, contemporary (sub)cultural
participants were frequently existing friends and acquaintances. Friendships have an important
place in feminism and queer life. Historically female friendships have been considered as
preparatory or secondary to other more privileged relationships with men (Faderman 1991).
Therefore the active fostering of friendships between girls and young women creates an
important space for rebellion, power and pleasure in the collective resistance of hetero-feminine
socialisation (see Hey 1997). Despite attempts by hetero-gendered institutions to dismember the
potential of female friendships, through the circulation of hegemonic discourses that encourage
competition between women and girls for male desire, friendships between young women and

girls remain crucial to queer feminist (sub)cultural life.

Close friendships are becoming ever more critical in contemporary patterns of living; people are
experiencing extended periods of time and space outside the conventional family and
heterosexual coupling archetypes (see Roseneil 2005). Communities and friendship networks
have been historically important to those who exist outside of hetero-norms; LGBT
communities have been crucial to everyday queer life and emergence of political activism
(Harris & Crocker 1997). Queer communities and friendships are also crucial to cultural
production practices and creative worlds. Nadine Hubbs (2004), in her analysis of twentieth-

century American concert music, criticised homophobic cultural myths that reinforced
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heterosexuality’s exclusive position in cultural and social production and reproduction. Instead
she points to the importance of queer life and subculture within which inter-gender and inter-art
alliances and friendships were crucial to the production of American art and culture. Twentieth-
century queer life was multi-dimensional; social, sexual, artistic and professional dimensions
overlapped in the shared experience of negotiating creative legitimacy whilst inhabiting an
unspeakable minority status. Friendships, networks and communities are an important feature in

the production of spaces and sounds of queer feminist life.

In queer subcultural theory, it is common for researchers to learn about queer subcultural acts
from critical friendships and alliances that are embedded in their personal relationships. For
instance, José Esteban Mufioz’s friendship with Carmelita Tropicana enabled him to learn more
about the queer performance art practices of Jack Smith. Furthermore friendships also
developed between Muiioz and the artists he studied for his book Disidentifications (1999),
including Marga Gomez, Vaginal Davis and Richard Fung. My friendship with some queer
feminist musicians allowed for the construction of documentation that referred directly to me as
the viewer and even led to me becoming the topic of songs.'® Friendships are a useful link in
understanding queer feminist worlds, but are also a closely guarded resource. Research within
queer communities which the author is also dependent on for their own creative, political and
social survival introduces many complexities. Research with friends can slip into wrongful
assumptions of sameness that obscure differences in the textures of subcultural life woven
through class, racial, ethnic, gender, religious, political and sexual identifications. Personal
creativity and friendships become scrutinised in new ways which inevitably impact on personal
dynamics and interactions. The outcome has personal effects on the political, creative and social
life of both the researcher and participants. I have attempted to monitor and reflexively evaluate
how academic sub-desires have informed and been informed by my friendships and

(sub)cultural practices in queer feminist (sub)cultural life.

Research can threaten and challenge friendships in unexpected ways, introduce ulterior motives
for maintaining friendships and projects, allow for assumptions of consent without proper
procedure, and subsequently leave research open to accusations of exploitation, whilst the
imposition of academic processes and languages threatens to misrepresent queer feminist life. 1
felt the weight of these research pressures in choosing to use my own band Fake Tan as a case
study. When Fake Tan went on indefinite hiatus in December 2007, it allowed me to re-evaluate
the troubling dynamics that had impeded the band’s creativity and reflect on the ephemeral and
transitory aspects of DIY queer feminist music-making in people’s lives. Did I resist voicing my
concerns for the sake of sustaining Fake Tan as a case study? Did the introduction of data
collection within the band space allow for additional scrutiny and reflection? Transformations

are a common feature of DIY queer feminist creative cultures, and other bands also experienced

' See Drunk Granny, ‘Auntie Julie’, on Postcards for Auntie Julie (self-released CDR album, 2007).
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change during the project: Jean Genet played their final gig in Brighton on 29 December 2007
but began performing again in late 2008; and Party Weirdo sustained their creativity with

members based in Berlin and Dublin and went on indefinite hiatus in May 2008.

2.1.5 The home and the field

In traditional anthropology, ethnographic research has symbolically privileged ‘the legacy of the
field’ (Clifford 1997, p. 88) in the construction of methodology and researcher identity. In other
words, the temporary relocation of the researcher in a geographically bound field distinct from
the home environment in order to undertake fieldwork that relies on face-to-face interaction,
participation and observation is seen as necessary to successfully decipher another culture. In
comparison the home becomes the site to which the researcher returns to make sense of field
notes, interviews and artefacts collected from the field. This traditional separation of home and
field continues to structure the study of music culture. In ethnomusicological circles researchers
commonly enter a non-western field in order to decipher the cultural uses of ‘other’ musics
(Blacking 1974; Byron 1995; Nettl 1956; Dawe 2007). However, some areas of
ethnomusicology have found researchers increasingly applying their field methods to western
music cultures closer to home (Born 1995; Slobin 1993), and even interrogating their own
institutions of music academe (Nettl 1995; Kingsbury 1988). The traditional home/field
divisions have become unworkable in my research; there have been numerous occasions where
the home and field have merged as (sub)cultural production, documentation and comprehension
occurred across these so-called sites. Often my adherence to academic demands, in terms of
writing and meeting deadlines, has (re)constructed the home as a traditional enclave of
academic work overriding established (sub)cultural productive practices. Once a haven of flyer
and poster production and gig promotion, my scissors and glue often laid dormant as I planned
lectures, handouts, papers and chapters to conform to deadlines. Academic demands frequently
interrupted and detracted from my participation in (sub)cultural spheres, which ironically also
removed me from the so-called field of my academic endeavours; therefore, the home and field

have both been transformed through my participation in academic research.

To summarise, this section has outlined how my position as an academic researcher with
personal, political, creative and social investments in DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural life has
informed this research at various levels. It has shaped how I have negotiated access to fellow
subcultural participants’ lives, guided my choice of auto/ethnographic data production,
intersected in various ethical dilemmas, included my personal friendships and activist networks,
and finally, challenged the traditional divide between the research field and home. In the next
section I encounter the disciplinary boundaries that compartmentalise the study of text, image

and sound.




g g T S A . L e TR I S

73

2.2 Disciplinary Restraint: Text, image and sound

DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural life encompasses a variety of visual, sonic and textual
everyday cultural practices, from textual fanzine communities and the visual practices of
performers and artists, to embodied music participations. However, the academic study of these
forms tends to be constrained by a researcher’s disciplinary location, as different disciplines
privilege the analysis of a particular cultural object. Sociology, women’s studies and cultural
studies tend to foreground textual sources within readings of queer girl subcultural life,
focussing analysis on lyrics, interview transcripts, email lists, media reports, website and
fanzine sources (Schilt 2000, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2005; Aragon 2008; Bell 2002; Belzer 2004;
Collins 1999; Comstock 2001; Driscoll 1999; Starr 1999; Gamboa 2000; Home 1995; Kearney
2006; Leonard 1998, 2007; Piano 2003, 2004; Triggs 1998, 2004; White 2000). Analyses of the
sounds, visions and spaces of queer feminist (sub)culture remain curiously absent. Tia DeNora
acknowledges this absence of sound in the sociology of music, observing that sociologists ‘have
mostly avoided analysis of musical works (whether as scores or performances)’ (2004, p. 213).
Additionally feminist cultural theorist Ruth Holliday (2000) has interrogated the reluctance of
sociology to use visual sources as evidence, criticising the traditional reliance on statistics and
texts. Holliday argued that the cultural studies text-centric semiotic approach to critiquing visual
and textual sources abandons the visual as an empirical tool to help explain the everyday
practices of queer life. Musicology,'” the discipline that prioritises the perception of musical
sounds, has been remarkably silent on the music practices of contemporary queer and feminist
subcultures. Musicology has dismissed the significance of riot grrrl sounds; ‘the mass of poor
oppressed people would surely not want to buy any Riot Grrl singles, and for one very blunt
reason. They sound awful’ (Griffiths 1999, p. 411). Even popular musicology,'® which defines
itself as more open to the serious consideration of subcultural musics and social issues, has

dismissed riot grrrl sounds:

What about the music?, you might well ask. Despite their ‘pro-girl’ ethos, Riot
Girrrl hasn’t questioned the gender-orientation of music qua music, and there’s
been only lipservice acknowledgement of bands like the Raincoats or
Throwing Muses who’ve attempted to interrogate the phallocentric forms of
rock itself [...] most Riot Grrrl bands seem to be engaged in a reinvention of

'" T use the term Musicology to refer to a set of; albeit fragmented, academic approaches to the study of
music and sound. In North America two official schools of multi-disciplinary thought predominate, the
American Musicological Society (AMS) which focuses on musicology (music analysis, history and
theory) and the Society for Ethnomusicology (SEM) which focuses on ethnomusicology. In the UK these
branches are not as distinct. Postmodern turns occurred on both sides of the Atlantic during the 1980s
and 1990s, with the US tending to use the term New Musicology and the UK preferring Critical
Musicology.

'® Popular Musicology refers to the musicological study of popular music, a sub-branch that has
increasingly sought its own analytical frameworks, canons and theory (see Moore 2003; Frith 2003).
Diverse groups of scholars in sociology and literary discplines interested in the academic study of popular
music founded an official body, the International Association for the Study of Popular Music (IASPM) in
1981.
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the wheel: they sound like very traditional hardcore or late 70°s punk bands.
They may criticise tomboy rockers, but musically they sound like tomboys,
throwing straightforward punky tantrums [...] this music sounds simplistic and
retrograde [...] It’s a kind of musical anorexia, a deliberate arresting of
development in order to preserve innocence and stave off the professionalism
that’s associated with the corrupt music biz [...] the spirit is wild but the
musical flesh is puny (Reynolds & Press 1995, p. 327-9)

Simon Reynolds and Joy Press are obviously unaware of the feminist archival activities and
comprehensive music knowledge of women involved in 1990s riot grrrl culture. Sharon
Cheslow is dedicated to archiving the history of women’s punk and post-punk music-making;
Layla Gibbon, past member of Skinned Teen and current editor of the long-running fanzine
Maximum Rock n Roll, documents and archives women’s punk music practices in print,_. radio
and online mediums; Bikini Kill’s Tobi Vail has contributed to the knowledge production of
women’s post-punk music. Zines and documentaries clearly indicate riot grrrl awareness,
commitment and knowledge of post-punk women bands, significantly exceeding meagre
‘lipservice’."” To simplify riot grrrl music as derivative of (male) punk alongside moves that
characterise resistance as mere tomboy emulation undermines the threat of queer fem(me)inist
and female masculine acts and preserves the normative order of (male) sex, (masculine) gender
and (hetero) sexuality in punk and rock music culture. Furthermore, the associations with
‘anorexia’ and ‘puny flesh’ highlights how feminist dissent is commonly met with the
remobilisation of gendered discourses of pathology which taint dominant readings of women’s
cultural expressions as excessive, disordered and one-dimensional. The DIY discourse common
to subcultural music production is marked out in riot grrrl as childish and irrational, as actively
preventing itself from growing and developing, whereas DIY tactics in comparable men’s indie-
rock bands are celebrated (see Azerrad 2001). The diversity of DIY queer feminist music
(sub)cultural resistance is limited to the disdainful consideration of the recordings of Bikini Kill
and Huggy Bear as ‘a lineage that has delivered less and less musically with each turnover’

(Reynolds & Press 1995, p. 331).

The study of British queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance, from 1990s riot grrrl to the localised

DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural practices of the 2000s, is hindered by an absence of cultural

1% See <http://www.mindspring.com/~acheslow/AuntMary/bang/wip.html> [accessed on 11 August 2007]
for an online resource derived from Sharon Cheslow’s women in punk 1975-1980 project that originally
appeared in her fanzine Interrobang!? Sharon was also heavily involved in documenting the 1980s punk
hardcore scene in Washington DC; see Connolly et al (1988). Layla Gibbon co-hosted a ‘women in punk’
special radio show for Maximum Rock n Roll available online at
<http://www.maximumrocknroll.com/radio/specials/LadyPunkPlaylist.html> [accessed on 2 March
2008]. Tobi Vail has written extensively on women'’s post-punk bands in her fanzine Jigsaw
<http://jigsawunderground.blogspot.com> [accessed on 23 September 2009], has run the cassette tape
label known as bumpidee <http://www.bumpidee.com> [accessed on 1 August 2007], which has since
transformed into an online reading group <http://thebumpideereader.blogspot.com> [accessed on 23
September 2009], and regularly contributes to discussions on the post-punk women’s email list Typical
Girls, see <http:/lists.ibiblio.org/mailman/listinfo/typicalgirls> [date accessed 19 March 2008], and along
with other members of Bikini Kill is featured in Lucy Thane’s (1993) documentary It Changed my Life,
meeting Ana da Silva and Gina Birch, members of the critically acclaimed post punk band the Raincoats.

N
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objects to study. The most widespread source of information comes from tabloid and broadsheet
press articles produced within the constraints of dominant cultural industries. The objects of
DIY subcultural life tend to be ephemeral: there is scant documentation of live performances of
bands, relatively few bands manage to produce accessible recordings and fanzines are produced
on a small scale in limited runs and copies. This lack of cultural objects presents unique
challenges for researchers but also leads to a reassessment of the place of cultural objects within
a range of academic disciplines. Within some disciplines particular cultural objects — works of
literature, art, film and music — tend to represent a starting point for assessment in terms of
historical period, biographical information, theoretical perspective, socio-political contribution
and wider discursive significance. In relation to music, some areas of musicology construct the
musical work as a valued site for signification transcendent of its cultural context. This has led
some critics in the field to accuse music analysis of being fetishistic (Bohiman 1993). Within
ethnomusicology, questions concerning how and why music is used within communities have
become more possible (Blacking 1974; Stock 1998). However to understand music and music
culture as a dynamic community, involving individuals, relationships and networks of embodied
acts embedded in a particular social, cultural and political climate, the object itself becomes less
of a primary focus. Music can be understood as a manifestation of an active process to produce
spaces, imaginaries and ways of being that challenge hetero-gendered norms. The production of
a nuanced account of queer girl (sub)cultural life requires the violation of disciplinary
boundaries and a displacement of the authority of the cultural object. In order to comprehend the
textual, visual and sonic elements embedded in the everyday practices of DIY queer feminist
music (sub)cultural participants, an interdisciplinary scavenging, questioning and arrangement

of ideas, methods and epistemologies becomes necessary.

2.3 (An)Other Musicology: Charting feminist musicologies

When music becomes the object of academic disciplines as it is today,
discourse can become a site of struggle among the factions and interest groups
that compete for the cultural authority to speak about music. The expert
critical and technical languages that these groups invent can foster a social
bond among those who share them but they can also alienate and exclude
outsiders [...] When groups stake their identities on a particular mode of
discourse, they often cannot recognize the exclusions that frame their own
knowledge. (Korsyn 2003, p. 6)

In struggling to find a way to speak about queer feminist (sub)cultural sounds in different ways
I sought solace in feminist musicologies. Unlike other humanities disciplines specialising in
literature, film, performance and art, the study of music has faced additional resistance to
feminist thought. Music lacks a physical trace, presenting unique challenges, and ‘has its own

constraints and capabilities that have to be identified and queried’ (McClary 1991, p. 7). In
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musicological circles music has traditionally been thought of as abstract, pure and absolute,
thereby able to transcend the taint of the social world. It exceeds the capacity of language to
describe its effects and calls for different methodologies to understand and interrogate its unique
character. Since its inception as a professional academic discipline in the 1880s, musicology has
radically influenced the aesthetic and analytical discourses available to produce knowledge
about music. Unfortunately, the construction of academic musicological discourse inevitably
produces multiple exclusions. These exclusions, as described by Kevin Korsyn above, limit who
has the cultural authority to speak about music, how music is conceptualised and determines
whose musics are worthy of academic attention. Traditionally, musicology has conspicuously
silenced issues of gender, race, class and sexuality in its scientific pursuit of universal rules,
formal properties and inner structures to explicate music phenomena (see similar critiques made
by McClary 1991, 1993; Bohlman 1993; Citron 1993; Shepherd 1987, 1993; Maus 1993;
Cusick 1994a, 1999a; Korsyn 2003). In the late 1960s feminism had begun to make critical
inroads in humanities disciplines critiquing how gender had informed the production of
knowledge and histories that have privileged masculine creators and interests. It was not until
the late 1980s that feminism successfully agitated musicological boundaries to seek
understandings of the socially, politically and culturally contingent aspects of musical
experience, ask new questions, and demand new analytical frameworks. Dissatisfied with the
prevailing formalism in music analysis and music theory, many began to question what lay
behind the erasure of women composers, affect and emotion, bodily practices, social contexts,

sexuality and desire from discussions of musical meaning.
2.3.1 First-Wave Feminist Music Studies: Recuperating lost women

Corresponding with Linda Nochlin’s (2003 [1971]) famous essay that questioned the absence of
great women artists, individuals interested in music history demanded to know why women
have not become great composers (Rubin-Rabson & Rosen 1973; Tick 1975). Derived from a
similar approach to that taken by historians interested in women’s history, this emerging ‘first-
wave’ strategy of feminist music studies takes a woman-centric approach to recuperate
previously obscured and invisible women composers to their rightful place within established
music histories and musicological canons (Drinker 1995 [1948]; Hixon & Hennesse 1975;
Block & Neuls-Bates 1979; Handy 1981; Denby Green 1983; Ammer 1980; Placksin 1982;
Briscoe 1987; Jezic 1988; Neuls-Bates 1996 [1982]; Tick 1995; Bowers & Tick 1985; Pendle
1991, 2000). Groundbreaking women have been excavated in detailed studies of individual
women composers including Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel (Citron 1987), Mary Carr Moore
(Parsons Smith & Richardson 1987), Cecile Chaminade (Citron 1988), Hildegard of Bingen
(Peraino 2006) and Clara Wieck Schumann (Reich 2001).
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These works, which epitomise what has become known as ‘women and music’ studies, aim to
confirm and validate women’s musical legacy. Scholars orientate the reader to consider the
enduring barriers, limitations and prescriptions that have inhibited women’s careers and
acceptance in music spheres and public places. For instance, the Pauline injunction excluded
women from singing in the church since the fourth century and relegated to women’s music-
making to separatist women-only convent spaces (Neuls-Bates 1996). The demand for women
as professional singers in the sixteenth century Italian operatic milieu was met with the Catholic
Church’s promotion of the castrato. Castrati took over women’s operatic roles in places where
women were banned from the public stage due to social anxieties over feminine sexuality
(Rosselli 1988). It took until the eighteenth century for women to achieve their rightful place in
leading 6peratic roles and up until the nineteenth century for women’s voices to be heard in
some churches. Women composers struggled against essentialist discourses in nineteenth-
century philosophy that considered women to be essentially inferior to men and lacking in the
capacities of reason, strength, intelligence and aesthetic appreciation (see Schopenhauer 1978
[1851]). Women risked shame and disgrace in public performance of music, and women’s
music practices were relegated to the domestic sphere. Women’s compositional activities were
related to the professional situations available to women that were much more limited than
opportunities available to their male counterparts (Neuls-Bates 1996). Women did not have the
resources and opportunities to produce large-scale works and gain authoritative roles. The
construction of musical conservatories in the nineteenth century enabled women to train
professionally in music and the energy generated at the turn of the century within ‘first wave’
feminism saw women’s musical activities increase. Music has been conceptualised as a critical

component of the militant women’s suffrage movement in Britain (see Wood 1995).

The woman-centric approach highlights the historical struggle of women musicians to be
accepted in mainstream music histories and canons, through focussing on the discriminatory
practices, barriers and restraints that prohibit women’s full participation. This approach is also
present in popular music studies and sociological research that seeks to understand women’s
alternative music-making practices. For instance, Mavis Bayton’s (1998) Frock Rock: Women
Performing Popular Music and Helen Reddington’s (2007) The Lost Women of Rock: Female
Musicians of the Punk Era, echoed by narratives in women-centred music histories that
foreground the struggles of women in rock, pop, punk and soul genres (see O’Brien 2002; Gaar
1993; Hirshey 2001; Carson et al 2004). Beyond the excitement of reconstructing the legacy of
women’s creative forces and countering ‘male-dominated’ histories and canons with examples
of innovative women, important stones remain unturned. According to this perspective women
can be added-in to existing canons or written about in separate histories, leaving the
exclusionary processes embedded within canon construction and musicology uncontested.

Women retain their ‘other” status as their gender is clearly marked out in ‘women and music’
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studies, leaving male culture to remain the universal norm. The masculine dominance of the
traditional musicological canon is normalised and gender binaries are stabilised. Subsequently,
the teaching of women’s music histories in the academy has been contained within tokenistic
optional modules, books and lectures, as attention returns to the history of (male) music as

normal.

The majority of woman-centric work reproduces the interests of conventional musicology,
retaining a focus on western art music traditions, albeit with the twist of attending to the musical
pursuits of privileged white women (exceptions that focus on black women’s music-making
include Handy 1981 and Denby Green 1983). Furthermore, the power dynamics represented
within this women-centric model assumes a ‘male-dominated’ model that positions women
outside musical enclaves through male intimidation and discrimination. Power is not solely
possessed by men. Power is more diffused and productive, complicated through intersections of
race, class, sexuality, education and ability. Music and musicology are not simply ‘male-
dominated’ but are (re)produced as masculine within a set of contested gendered spaces,
discourses and practices. In the late-1980s an explicitly feminist gender-centric approach
emerged in musicology that asked new questions of music and musicology. New interrogations
analysed the role of music and musicology in reproducing, challenging and resisting the

established gender order.
2.3.2 Challenging ‘the Music itself’: Gendering the absolute

Feminist music studies needed to extend its critical visions beyond the inclusion of women
composers and women-made compositions as viable subjects of study. Feminists working in
musicology began to wonder how and why the feminine must be persistently expelled from
musicology. Whose interests did these omissions serve? What would the inclusion of the
feminine mean to musicology? The influence of postmodernist thought encouraged the
deconstruction of taken-for-granted concepts and application of critical theoretical perspectives.
Previous assumptions were challenged as key notions of originality, authorship and autonomy
were critiqued. Musicologies could no longer afford to ignore ‘other’ musics and begun to
critically interrogate ideas of genius, the canon, universality, aesthetic autonomy and textual
immanence (Kerman 1980, 1985). This gradually opened up the critical examination of the
social, political and cultural ideologies embedded within music practices and musicological
discourses. Critical feminist attention turned to the sacred cornerstone of musicology, absolute
music, or what is commonly referred to as ‘the music itself’. As previously mentioned,
additional aesthetic challenges face the study of sound when compared to visual and textual art
forms like literature, film and art. Marcia Citron reflects on these challenges; ‘music creates the
most obvious barrier in its seeming lack of tangible content, reality, and hence meaning [...]

How do we locate content, especially narrative content, in sounds — mere acoustical

N o
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phenomena?’ (1994, p. 16). Citron concluded that the long-established musicological ideal of

absolute music needs to be dismantled for the advancement of transformational feminist

musicologies.

The Romantic notion of absolute music elevates an understanding of music as pure,
transcendent and ethereal. Music just is. Absolute music is believed to follow a purely musical
logic in its construction to occupy a self-referential world. It does not require any explanation,
external validation or connection to contextual factors; it stifles critique (paraphrased from Chua
1999). This belief in ‘the music itself” constructs music as an object that exists independently
from any particular performance or social context, whose meanings can be accessed only by
trained ears. So-called ‘extra-musical’ bodily acts, emotional reactions or social uses are
expelled from the dominant definition of absolute music. Musical meaning is controlled by
‘those who call upon the “the music itself” as the ultimate arbiter of critical interpretations, then,
. confirm and reinscribe a definition of ‘mﬁsic’ that limits ‘music’ to communication in sound
between an entity (‘the music itself*) with a fixed identity that has been detached from its
socially grounded creator and that music’s ideal listener’ (Cusick 1999a, p. 492). Music became
understood as ‘a collectable, comparable and ultimately explainable object within an observable
cosmos’ (Cooley 1997, p. 9). Often ‘the music itself” became erroneously connected to the
visual representations of sound in notation and scores. For critics, the practice of notating music
was a means of disciplining music, to construct music as cerebral and rational, and isolate music
from its social use or wider cultural context (Shepherd 1993; Bohlman 1993; Martin 1996,
chapter 2). Philip V. Bohlman expands; ‘Notation insists on the music’s right to be just what it
is, black on white, notes on the page, music as object. Notation removes music from the time

and space that it occupies through performance, thereby decontextualising it* (1993, p. 240).

Furthermore feminist music historians have argued that the idea of ‘the music itself’ neglects
attending to practical music-making or the ‘art of music’ found to be a common expression of
women’s music experience (Cusick 1999a; Citron 1994). The privileged ‘mind-mind’
musicological relationship denigrates other possible relationships that amateur and non-
professional audiences can have with music (Cusick 1994, p. 16), and constructs a music that is
impervious to feminist critique. Absolute music is believed to exist independently from social,
cultural, historical or political issues including ideological representations of gender and
sexuality. In contrast, feminist musicological critique has argued that the construction of
absolute music operates as a highly gendered concept. Concepts of disembodiment,
transcendence and autonomy embedded in ‘the music itself> closely resemble a middle-class
masculine ideal self (Citron 1993, 1994; Cusick 1999a). Within absolute music, the masculine
composer is elevated to a genius status, as a supreme creator capable of channelling god-like
creativity (Goehr 1994; Battersby 1989; DeNora 1995). Suzanne Cusick concludes that a

.
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musicology that invests in the idea of ‘“the music itself” [...] has always been both a gendered

and a political entity’ (1999a, p. 493).
2.3.3 ‘Second-Wave’ Feminist Music Studies: Towards a gender-centric approach

The gender-centric approach paralleled these theoretical developments to focus on (i) how
gender ideologies shape music scholarship, practices and activities, and (i) how music
reinforces, resists and reworks wider gender relations (see Cook & Tsou 1994; Citron 1993;
Koskoff 1989). Music could no longer escape social muddying; turbulent textures of
masculinity and femininity could be traced throughout the history of music. Gendered musical
codes have circulated since Ancient Greek times: the Dorian mode was associated with reason,
restraint and order and considered the basis of appropriate ‘manly’ musics; whereas,
Mixolydian, intense Lydian and Phrygian modes were associated with sensuality, passion and
madness, and considered to be ‘womanly’ or effeminate musics, harbouring the potential to
corrupt the dominant social order (Lorraine 2000; Peraino 2006). Similarly, in medieval times,
Old Roman chants were believed to be ‘highly decorated’, ‘melismatic’ and ‘recursive’ when
compared to the more orderly masculine Gregorian chants that oozed strength, vigour and
reason (Treitler 1993, p. 26). Historically, music-making has been cast as unmanly, designated
as women’s work, leaving men to risk accusations of effeminacy if seeking any engagement in

‘irrational’ music practices.

Ethnomusicological research explored how non-western cultures expressed different gender
arrangements that informed musical practices. For instance, Carol Robinson’s (1993) work with
the Mapuche in Chile and Argentina located the machi, a group of men and women who lived
as women. The machi undertook female initiation rites, symbolic menstrual cycle celebrations
and perfected lineage-based vocal repertoires in order to become ‘life givers’: an idealised
embodiment of feminine spirit and energy. The machi were powerful spiritual guides and
healers, their psychic abilities could incite political action and their chants were believed to heal
defeated soldiers. In Hawai’i, the mahu, a group of differently gendered individuals, were linked
to the cultural privileging of femininity. The mahu were respected participants in all
performance traditions including hula. Gender was fluid and femininity was highly valued in
these cultures, an arrangement that was reflected and constructed in its musical activities. In
gender-centric approaches, the authority of absolute music and stability of western gender roles
were radically questioned as variance was demonstrated across historical and cultural
boundaries. This indicated that dominant gender and sexual formations are changeable and that
music is implicated in the social construction of genders and sexualities. Marginal musics that
articulate different versions of social reality become paramount for feminist musicologies. The

next ‘wave’ of music studies witnessed an increased influx of postmodern ideas as feminist
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musicologies became increasingly interdisciplinary, incorporating gay and lesbian studies,

cultural studies, performance studies, semiotics and psychoanalysis within its analyses.

2.3.4 ‘Third-Wave’ Feminist Music Studies: Queering sonic genders and sexualities

The ‘third wave’ of feminist musicologies invested in a dethroning of so-called ‘great’ musical
works and musicological traditions, to investigate how social, historical, political and cultural
contexts have constructed dominant understandings of musical experiences. Arguing for the
socially constructed nature of gendered musical codes, feminists examined how western art
composers had mobilised these gendered discourses to musically depict the interplay of female
and male characters within instrumental and operatic musics. For instance, in early baroque
music female characters were constructed through ornamental, unstable and chromatic idioms
and male characters were represented through the use of straightforward, diatronic and orderly
sounds (Cusick 1993; McClary 1991). Furthermore, many operatic narratives required the
eventual domination of the unruly sensual feminine musical theme. Musical resolution is
typically accompanied by the death of the unacceptable woman, or her domestication as she is
successfully assimilated within dominant social norms (Clément 1989; McClary 1991). This
narrative is argued to participate in reinforcing wider hetero-gendered relations as listeners learn
to anticipate the resolution of the musical tension and subsequent defeat of the heroine (Lorraine
2000). Other scholars have argued that female singers are able to rework feminine conventions
to claim power and authorial voice in operatic contexts (Cusick 1993; Abbate 1993). In
instrumental music, Marcia Citron critiqued the underlying rhetoric of the sonata aesthetic as
conveying ‘masculine metaphors, notably power, hegemony, opposition and competition’ (1994
p. 19). Susan McClary (1991) has argued that (hetero)sexual narratives of arousal and climax
permeate canonic music, woven within the unequal interaction between principal masculine and

subsidiary feminine musical themes in sonata form structures.

The idea of a uniquely feminine music or women’s way of composing became a topic for
feminist musicologies, developing the feminist concept of ‘écriture feminine’ - a style of
feminine writing characterised as heterogeneous, fluid and disruptive (Cixous & Clement 1986).
A feminine form of expression, available to all genders but argued to be more prevalent in
women’s art, was linked to women’s enhanced access to the jouissance of pre-oedipal rhythmic
and lyrical noise-play and a feminine sexuality that defies singularity of phallocentric order to
embrace multiple, diffuse and cyclical qualities (Kristeva 1980; Irigaray 1985). Theoretically,
this feminine music would be highly disruptive to the dominant masculine order, requiring
intense discipline, containment and objectification. Various feminist music theorists have

attempted to outline the sonic possibilities of this unruly feminine musical écriture feminine:

A music similar to écriture feminine [...] would engage the listener in the
musical moment rather than the overall structure, would have a flexible form,
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and might involved continuous repetition with variation, the cumulative
growth and development of an idea. Such music would serve to deconstruct
musical hierarchies, and the dialectical juxtaposition and resolution of
opposites would disrupt linearity and avoid definite closure. In sung music,
vocalisation would be relaxed and would make use of nonverbal or
presymbolic sounds (Lorraine 2000, p. 11)

Various feminist musicologists turned their critical attention to the peculiarities of women
musicians’ compositions and popular-music performers. The potential of these women’s
musical practices to break down constraints of patriarchal thought were isolated in their use of
subversive rhythms, unusual uses of time and vocal techniques (Citron 1993; McClary 1991).
Women’s music composers like Linda Tillery, Mary Watkins and Kay Gardner have grounded
their compositional intentions within cyclic structures, fluidity and thythmic dissonance (Scovill
1981; Pollock 1988). Feminist musicologies can face a crucial danger; the conflation of gender
and sexual order within male canonic compositions, and gender and sexual disorder in non-
canonical works by women. The patriarchal binary that associates men with order and women
with chaos is reinforced (Cusick 1999a, p. 489). Furthermore, the grounding of musical
creativity within a pre-symbolic phase of womanhood also borders on the dangers of
essentialism and normalises a reproductive heterosexual order. In sociological research on bass
players, women were found to utilise essentialist ideas of rhythm, nature and the body to justify
their rock musicianship (Clawson 1999a). Women’s use of essentialist metaphors may illustrate
the scant discursive resources available to women as a marginalised group. Women’s
experiences can be indistinguishable from patriarchal constructions of the feminine, making the
pursuit of a pure or pre-symbolic feminine music unreachable. The strength of feminist
musicologies lies in exploring the contestation of gender and sexual difference within music

practices, experiences and scholarship.

The study of sexuality in music was elevated in feminist musicologies with the influence of gay
and lesbian studies in musicology that culminated in Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood and Gary
Thomas’s (1994) landmark collection Queering the Pitch: The New Lesbian and Gay
Musicology. The rise of gay and lesbian musicology is heavily associated with the efforts of
Philip Brett who hosted cocktail parties at disciplinary meetings in the mid-1980s, organised the
first panel on gay musicology in 1990, and initiated the development of the Gay and Lesbian
Study Group of the American Musicological Society, acting as a valued newsletter contributor
(McClary 1993; Brett 1994b). In Queering the Pitch’s opening essay, ‘Musicality, Essentialism
and the Closet’, Philip Brett elaborates on the powerful historical depiction of musicality as a
queer space; ‘all musicians, we must remember, are faggots in the parlance of the male locker
room’ (1994a, p. 18). Castration anxiety is posited as the catalyst for musicological investment
in rationalisation, rigour and disembodiment. Gay and lesbian musicology critiqued the
constructions of rational masculinity and heterocentrism in music and musicology, and asked

explicitly how non-normative genders and sexualities can be expressed in musical works.
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The sexuality of various western art composers was scrutinised through this queer lens,
including Benjamin Britten (Brett 1983, 1993), Ethel Smyth (Wood 1993, 1995) and Peter
Ilyich Tchaikovsky (McClary 1991). Discussions of Franz Schubert’s sexuality even dominated
a whole special issue of 19" Century Music (1993). Scholarship also extended to consider the
sexual politics of popular musicians like k. d. lang (Mockus 1994). Lesbian and gay musicology
fought for a musicology that problematised the relations between self and other, connected the
body and mind and made the author’s experiences and subject position visible; ‘musicology
becomes a political act for lesbian and gay scholars who will no longer suppress those sides of
themselves they have been taught by musicology (and in other arenas) to despise and conceal’
(Brett 1994b, p. 374). Therefore, gay and lesbian musicologies produced space for the '
articulation of rich analytical narratives that explore what it means to listen to, experience and '
perform music within a queer body (Cusick 1994b; Gould 2007). They also allowed for
theorisations of border-crossing sapphonic voices - ‘a mode of articulation, a way of describing
a space of lesbian possibility, for a range of erotic and emotional relationships among women
who sing and women who listen’ (Wood 1994, p. 27). Queer musicology has continued to
expand into the interrogation of popular musics with the recent publication of Queering the
Popular Pitch (Whiteley & Rycenga 2006). These innovations produce useful resources for

understanding the role of music in DIY queer feminist (sub)cultures.

The emergence of queer and poststructuralist theory in the work of Judith Butler (1990, 1993),
Michel Foucault (1978) and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990) has facilitated the theorisation of
music within a wider contested system of repetitive embodied performances of gender and
sexuality (Cusick 1994a, 1999b). Feminist musicologists have recuperated the previously
hidden role of bodily practices in musical experiences. For example, Susan C. Cook (1999,
2002) has produced scholarship that combines her own experiences with dance with the social
history of the dancer Irene Castle to produce a sophisticated challenge to the traditional
dismissal of the dancing body in music. In relation to queer music subcultures, various scholars
have attended to the significance of dance in the construction of queer lifeworlds, community
and political imagination (Buckland 2002; Currid 1995; Case et al 1995). Therefore embodied

musical experiences can act as critical resources for the resistance to the dominant order of

genders and sexualities.
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2.4 ‘No-Wave’ Feminist Music Studies: Music culture as collective social action

There are glimpses of possibility in feminist and queer musicologies for interdisciplinary
research that aims to explore the sounds, sights and spaces of DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural
life. Interdisciplinary studies of queer sounds and women’s musics have flourished in this
milieu (Moisala & Diamond 2000; Whiteley 2000; Mazullo 2001; Fuller & Whitesell 2002;
Burns & LaFrance 2002; Kennedy 2002; Lemish 2003; O’Meara 2003; Rodger 2004; Bottner
2005; Gordon 2005; Auslander 2006; Whiteley & Rycenga 2006; Peraino 2006; Hubbs 2004,
2007; Halberstam 2007). However, the majority of interdisciplinary feminist scholarship has
retained its focus on the analysis of musical works or idealised performance, prioritising an
authoritative interpretation of a recorded end-product, leaving questions concerning other
musical events and interpretations unanswered. It is important to remember that ‘the western
music tradition unfolds not only as a series of works but also as a series of music events:
performances, rehearsals, auditions, lessons, discussions, readings etc.” (Stock 1998, p. 60). The
construction of meaning within music is articulate in a variety of moments and spaces beyond a
music recording. A situated and process-orientated approach to the study of music as a series of
events is currently absent from feminist music scholarship. The potential of feminist and queer
musicology remains limited. Despite the progressive influences of postmodern theory the tenets

of originality, authorship and autonomy tend to remain intact.

2.4.1 Participatory Culture: Involving audiences, fans and listeners

Feminist music scholarship has upheld the standard of originality, preferring to attend to
exceptional, spectacular and professional musics, rather than local-level and everyday amateur
musics. To some extent authorship and autonomy have also been preserved, where authorship
refers to the belief in the author as the sole producer of musical meaning. In this formulation the
musicologist is constructed as a privileged listener, capable of accessing these authentic
meanings and authorial intentions of a musical work. Autonomy situates the creator as separate
from the mundane nature of everyday life, therefore justifying analytical avoidance of everyday
social and cultural contextual factors. However, since Roland Barthes’ influential essay ‘Death
of the Author’ (1977 [1967]) these ideas have become increasingly unworkable in contemporary
cultural life. Various researchers have opened up the idea of a participatory culture in which the
‘reader’, ‘fan’ or ‘consumer’ is an active co-producer of meanings that can disrupt producers’
intentions (Jenkins 2006). Meaning-making in music culture can thus be a collaborative process.
For instance, in Art Worlds, Howard Becker (1982) argued that an innovative music genre can
be thought to emerge from the repetitive interactions, performances and enactments found in the
cultural experiences of artists, co-workers and audiences. It could be thought that ‘art worlds
rather than artists make art’ (Becker 1982, p. 198-9). Currently, feminist musical scholarship

conveys a perpetual lack of engagement with the cultural experiences of performers, audiences,
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fans and wider musical communities. I would not claim that these scholars dismiss the
importance of audiences and communities in the investigation of how sound structures articulate
sexualities and genders, but the absence of dialogue with these communities and listeners is
troubling. There may be excellent reasons why collaborative dialogue is not possible. Perhaps
the historical nature of most music within the canon impedes the study of creation and
reception. However within popular music studies the reluctance to take the experiences of
consumers and fans seriously and prioritise the analysis of a musical text risks reinforcing a

hetero-gendered social order.

Traditionally the category of fanhood has been hetero-feminised and characterised as
‘excessive, bordering on deranged behaviour’ (Jenson 1992, p. 9). Female fanhood has been
stereotyped as passive and hysterical, as an incongruent response to the sexual allure of a male
pop star (Coates 2003). Women have been historically linked with mass culture, therefore
representing the ‘other’ from which avant garde and underground music cultures claim
authenticity (Huyssen 1986; Railton 2001). Researchers have explored how constructions of
ideal fanhood in music culture are embedded in masculinity, with boys and men constructed as
the serious, rational and active connoisseurs (Straw 1997). In her doctoral research on the
British indie rock press, Rachel White (2006) explored how the natural indie audience is
constructed as serious, mature and masculine. Girls and young women’s fanhood was seen to be
motivated by the wrong reasons; ‘boys are fans of music, girls are fans of boys’ (p.170). Men
who exceeded serious fanhood were emasculated, becoming associated with the supposed in- |
authenticity, irrationality and passivity of mass culture. This creates a situation in which girls
and young women are constructed as subservient fans and recipients of the important music and

knowledge generated by adult men (see Kearmey 2006).

The exclusion of women’s fan narratives from feminist music scholarship risks perpetuating this
patriarchal stereotype, presenting another route for rationalisation that eschews attending to
other ‘non-professional’ uses of music. To date only a handful of scholars have attempted to
rehabilitate the female fan as a discerning cultural participant, to account for music’s role in
producing pleasure, empowerment and resistance in women’s lives (Wise 1986; Cowman &
Kaloski 1998; DeNora 1999, 2000; Savage 2003). Despite calls for musicologists to ‘learn —
perhéps through participation, observation, and dialogue — how the individuals and groups
involved make sense in and of these songs’ (Stock 1998, p. 57), everyday interpretations and
socially grounded uses of musics have not yet entered the realm of feminist musicologies. This
means that feminist music studies can risk making a musical interpretation that conveys little or
no meaning to a musical community. Feminist music studies needs to continue expanding its
concept of music and infuse critical interpretations with the views of music-makers and their
audiences; ‘the musicologist who analyses what musicians and others actually do in particular

musical instances, and how these individuals explain what they do, is likely to gain enlightening

N
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perspectives on the sounds that emerge on these occasions’ (Stock 1998, p. 62). These insights
have been invaluable for the construction of an interdisciplinary project, such as this, which is
able to comprehend the everyday music practices of DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural life and

community, to incorporate subcultural participants’ multiple musical interpretations,

justifications and explanations produced within a diversity of everyday spaces and moments.
2.4.2 ‘Musical-Being-In-The-World’: Lessons from contemporary ethnomusicology

Other valuable clues can be found in contemporary ethnomusicology; new paradigms have
emerged that have focused on the personal interactive processes of fieldwork within music
cultures (Barz &.Cooley 1997). The emphasis here shifts away from explaining the effects of a
musical work, towards understanding how people make and experience music in their everyday
lived contexts (Titon 1997). This includes the critical immersion of the researcher within
personal music cultural experiences. The ethnomusicologist Jeff Todd Titon formulates his
approach to producing musical knowledge from his own embodied experiences of social

musicality, or what he refers to as his ‘musical being-in-the-world’;

For me music is incomplete when I do it myself; it is completed in a social
group when I make music with others [...] Desire compels me to make music. I
feel this desire as an affective presence, a residue of pleasure built up from my
previous experiences with music and dance that makes me seek it out in order
to know it better. It is a curiosity of all my bodily senses and I feel it
embodied in them: an embodied curiosity. Knowing people making music
begins with my experience of making music [...] When my consciousness is
filled with music I am in the world musically. My experiencing mind tells me
that I have a musical way of “being-in-the-world” when I make music and
when I listen and move to music so that it fills my body [...] I would like to
ground musical knowing — that is, knowledge of or about music — in musical
being [...] I experience fieldwork not primarily as a means to transcription,
analysis, interpretation and representation, although it surely is that, but as a
reflexive opportunity and an ongoing dialogue with my friends which, among
other things, continually reworks my “work™ as “our” work (1997, p. 93-4)

Titon emphasises the collaborative, embodied and social aspects of his musical knowledge
production. Music becomes something that he does, that is a shared common ground for him
and others, driving his desire for understanding. From my perspective this opens up the
opportunities for engaging with music culture from an involved perspective, as a musician,
subcultural participant, fan and scholar of riot grrrl and queer feminist (sub)culture. The present

research project represents a possible answer to a call from John Potter:

I would suggest that ideally we need to summon up a scholar-performer-fan,
and that it is a basic weakness of current musicology that very few such people
seem to exist. It may be (and this is a terrible admission) that certain aspects of
musicology are now so far from the 'real life' of performance that the two
disciplines are irreconcilable. I can say what I like about riot grrrl, but surely it
would be preferable to have the thoughts of someone who does it (1994, p.
196)

N
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Other useful ethnomusicological ideas that express the diverse social action of music include
Christopher Small’s concept of musicking; ‘To music is to take part, in any capacity in a
musical performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by
providing material for performance (what is called composing), or by dancing.’ (1998, p. 9).
Small thus effectively moves music away from analysis as an object or work, towards an idea of
music as a verb, an action and a collaborative social experience. The dichotomy between the
creative performer and audience is troubled, since musicking is open to a range of different roles

and actions that collectively construct a meaningful musical experience.
2.4.3 The Sociology of Music.: Everyday musics

In comparison to musicology, sociological studies of music have extended the concept of music.
In contrast to the musics valued by popular musicology, which as Richard Leppert has argued
‘represent something of a mass-culture avant-garde’ (2002, p. 345), sociologists have paid
attention to the mundane and routine use of music in everyday life, moving away from the idea
of music as a cultural object, towards music’s ‘affordances’ - what music actually enables
people to do in everyday situations (DeNora 2003, p. 48; Martin 2006). Music has a substantial
role in everyday experiences; ‘music can play a part in the constitution of everyday settings -
that is, neither “imposing a meaning” on its listeners, nor reflecting an existing emotional state,
nor representing an already formed taste pattern, but as an element in the process through which

people actively engage in the ongoing flux of events’ (Martin 2006, p. 209).

Extending Foucault, Tia DeNora (1999, 2000, 2002) has explored how music is used as a
‘technology of the self’. DeNora combined ethnographic and interview approaches to explore
how individual women used music to configure the textures of their everyday lives. Women
exuded high levels of musical knowledge and utilised music to alter or enhance their moods,
energy levels, immediate surroundings and cognitive capacities, to correspond to the demands
of a specific situation. Music was also implicated in women’s identities and subjectivities,
providing resources for the articulation of a “biography of the self’, a kind of personal
soundtrack that allowed for reflection on key life events, past friends, relatives and lovers;
‘music is, in short, a material that actors use to elaborate, to fill out and fill in, to themselves and
to others, modes of aesthetic agency and with it subjective stances and identities’ (DeNora
1999, p. 54). DeNora (2000, 2002) also explored how music can construct suitable atmospheres
and sustain social practices over a range of public and private spaces, including intimate
encounters, shopping malls and aerobics classes. Similarly, in an interview study on the fans of

mainstream feminist musicians,” Ann Savage (2003) identified ‘moments of articulation’ in

2 Savage focuses on the fans of female artists that were part of a ‘new-found mainstream acceptance’ in
the 1990s who ‘embodied a feminist and/or political sensibility’ (2003, p. 2). Cited examples include;
Tracy Chapman, Tori Amos, Melissa Etheridge, Hole, P. J. Harvey, Liz Phair, Indigo Girls, Ani DiFranco
and Sarah McLachlan.
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which women used feminist music to cope with everyday situations and identities; for instance,
to negotiate personal intimate relationships, cope with depression, survive past abuse and affirm
their sexual orientation and feminist identity. Music is a critical resource for the negotiation of
everyday life, as Tia DeNora argued - music ‘turned out to be one of the most important features
of the constitution and regulation of self” (2000, p. 49). This body of work alerts us to how
music cannot be simply regarded as a stimulus that produces predictable and knowable effects;
musical meaning is situated within the everyday activities of active participants who appropriate
music and invest it with emotions, ideas, politics, memories and intentions that shape

subsequent experiences, spatial practices and uses of music (Martin 2006).

Antoine Hennion’s (2001) work on ‘music lovers’ emphasises how musical tastes are
performatively produced within collaborative social processes. Music cultures are socially
produced, remaining open to change and transformation. This ‘entails seeing music not as a
static product, on a score, on disc or in a concert programme, but as an unpredictable event, a
real-time performance, an actual phenomenon generated by instruments, machines, hands and
actions’ (Hennion 2001, p. 2). Other ethnographic studies of music have also emphasised the
critical social and collaborative elements involved in the production of music culture (Finnegan
1989; Cohen 1991; Drew 2001; Holman Jones 1998). Collective amateur music practices can
defy established criteria of what music should be (that is produced by professional and talented
stars, incorporated in the music industry, who possess a level of (inter)national success and
critical acclaim) to collectively produce dissident musical meanings. For instance, in an
ethnographic study of karaoke bars Rob Drew noted that ‘what draws people to local music
scenes is the promise of a music that touches their daily lives and relationships’ (2001, p. 16).
While professional stars retain a sense of distance, local-level music performances can be more
immediate and encourage participation as ‘imperfections, and the imitative, repetitive aspects of
performance —~ which from the point of view of “professional” music may render them wholly
uninteresting — are [...] opportunities to reassert personal and collective identities’ (Drew 2001,
p. 52). Considerable music-making activities occur at an amateur everyday local level - for
instance, Ruth Finnegan’s (14989) ethnography uncovered a staggering array of diverse amateur
music-making practices in Milton Keynes. The ethnomusicologist Christopher Small offers a

strong justification for attending to these kinds of amateur musical activities;

Our present day concert life, whether ‘classical’ or ‘popular’, in which the
‘talented’ few are empowered to produce music for the ‘untalented’ majority,
is based on a falsehood. It means that our powers of making music for
ourselves have been hijacked [...] while a few stars, and their handlers, grow
rich and famous through selling us what we have been led to believe we lack.
(1998, p. 8)

The uncontrollable and unknown aspects of grassroots music-making add a subversive element;

music becomes ‘something pleasurable that everyone can participate in and create their own bit
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of magic outside the loop of production and consumption’ (Balliger 1995, p. 25). These
marginal amateur music cultures are where the heart of this thesis beats, not through a desire to
perpetuate the idea of a romanticised underground or authentic form of ‘pure art’ that exists
autonomously from capitalism, but, because personal participation in local amateur music
cultures has enabled me to become a creative individual, able to co-construct counter-
hegemonic pleasures, community, politics, stories, bodies, sounds and spaces. The questions
that fuel this thesis concern the musical practices of local level amateur queer feminist
(sub)cultures. How and why is music being used, created, played, performed and experienced
within these spaces and moments? What do these amateur musics mean to those involved in the
contemporary British queer feminist community? How are these music practices related to
wider struggles for transformation in dominant undcrstandings of genders, sexualities and

feminisms?
2.5 Studying local amateur music-making

In comparison to studies that focus on gender interactions within the music industry and the
meanings of women’s popular music texts, studies of queer feminist resistance in music culture
are absent. As I will outline below, the existing body of work on local-level amateur music-
making is skewed, typically accounting for the occupational structures of predominantly male
groups who seek professional employment, external validation and/or national recognition. The
lack of a dominant institution to prescribe rules and roles to guide music-making is a common
curiosity for these researchers. Accordingly, studies have (re)constructed a career trajectory that
traces the common steps and dilemmas involved in becoming a successful musician. Crucially,
this perspective facilitates the recognition of music practices as social interactional events
between musicians and audiences, centralising the band as a collective social drama of creative
negotiation. In accordance with the central place of rock music in the emergence of popular
music studies and the grip of classical music on the musicological consciousness, studies of
music-making have tended to analyse the practices of professional rock bands (Coffman 1971;
Denisoff & Bridges 1982; Weinstein 1993) or classical ensembles (Schiitz 1964; Stebbins
1976).

2.5.1 Commercial Music-makers

The earliest theoretical investigation of music-making is commonly attributed to Howard S.
Becker’s (1951) study of jazz musicians in Chicago. Becker participated within professional
jazz circles as a pianist and, under the supervision of Everett C. Hughes, studied jazz culture as
an occupational group. Becker became interested in the occupational dilemmas that faced his
fellow commercial musicians. One common dilemma involved balancing the tensions between
art and commerce: audience and employer demands produced pressure for the performance of

commercial music, whereas the jazz musician craved space to perform their creative and artistic
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desires. Musicians were forced to choose between achieving commercial success by conforming
to audience and employer expectations, or resisting these external demands to uphold their

artistic integrity, confirmed through the performance of jazz.

Becker argued that musicians collectively responded to this dilemma by constructing counter-
hegemonic cliques that sought to defend artistic boundaries by expelling their ‘other’, known as
‘the squares’. The category of the ‘square’ encompassed all that was conventional, ignorant and
ludicrous about non-music making society; however, squares were also feared for producing
powerful pressures that forced musicians to play inartistically. Within this context the jazz
musician needed to collectively construct and protect a sense of difference, as rightful owners of
special, mysterious and un-teachable musical talent. Cliques formed to flaunt jazz difference in
the face of convention - countercultural slang, attitudes, style and tastes carved out distinct
alternative jazz identities, spaces and practices. Nonetheless, despite the counter-hegemonic
ethos of jazz musicians who opposed racial discrimination and questioned the centrality of
religion, sexist values were perpetuated and women were associated with mass culture, nature
and sexuality. For the jazz musicians studied by Becker, women were not considered to be
valuable jazz players, but could be used to guarantee employment; ‘you could have a sexy little
bitch to stand up in front and sing and shake her ass at the [squares]. Then you could get the job.

And you could still play great when she wasn’t singing’ (Becker 2003 [1951], p. 221).

Later studies have developed from Becker’s survey of jazz musicians to consider similar
conflicting role expectations experienced by professional rock musicians (Coffman 1971;
Weinstein 1993). These studies typically defined (male) rock stars as ‘international celebrities
[who] have successfully and repeatedly recorded for a world audience’ (Coffman 1971, p. 21)
and engage in lucrative worldwide concert tours. The countercultural audience is considered to
be ‘older, more critical of society, experimenting with new values and ideas, and more
demanding of the performer and his product’ (Coffman 1971, p. 21 my emphasis). The music
industry, as a branch of the entertainment industry, is considered to be in complete control of
the access to the means of producing music. According to this perspective the rock musician’s
key role conflict lies in the negotiation of the demands of countercultural audiences and music
industry professionals, to construct music that is countercultural and authentic, but also
commercially viable as a saleable product. The experiences of these conflicts are investigated in
the lyrical content of songs and biographical accounts of predominantly male rock bands
(Coffman 1971; Weinstein 1993). Increasingly, research has indicated that this struggle to
maintain autonomy and control from the music industry is unworkable, as DIY discourse,
creativity, and commerce are frequently within conflated the music industry’s production of
popular music (Negus 1995, 1998; Weinstein 1999; Strachan 2007).
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2.5.2 Local-level amateur music-makers

The practices of less spectacular and local-level amateur musicians are considered to be at the
bottom of a music-making hierarchy that privileges the musical creativity of stars and
professionals. Amateurs are distinguished through their informal engagements with music-
making culture, unhampered by career concerns and income needs. Subsequently, amateurs are
considered to inhabit different attitudes and distinct social spheres. For instance, Robert
Stebbins (1976) identified various similarities and differences between the professional, amateur
and public spheres in his study of amateur classical music networks. These included the
common live performance pressures experienced by the amateur and professional, broader
music knowledge of the amateur compared to the public, and role of the amateur to provide
professionals with insight and motivation to perform well for the audience. Other studies have
explored rock music amateurs, most notably H. Stith Bennett’s (1980a) On Becoming a Rock
Musician, based on fieldwork in Colorado conducted between 1970 and 1972. Bennett defined
the local rock band as a regional, self-producing group who performed live in their region, but
were not considered to be widely successful. His analysis was driven by a desire to understand
the construction of a cultural work identity; ‘a study of how skills, ideas, and human identities
manage to be created and transmitted in the context of industrialised culture’ (1980a, p. ix). For
Bennett, rock bands represented unique work situations; unregulated by external educational
institutions, rock was learned through immersion in informal rock music-making culture. Rock
music meanings were socially produced in everyday interactions - over time collective
knowledge emerged from a negotiation with multiple ways of making and listening to music.
Therefore, what is considered to be ‘good’ in a particular rock music culture is learned through
engaging in the social process of making and performing music. Bennett tracked the social and
economic barriers that amateurs negotiated in their bid to become rock musicians, from
instrument acquisition and learning to play, to the formation and reformation of bands,

practising and gigging.

Nonetheless from a contemporary perspective the rock milieu considered by Bennett seems very
dated. Bennett’s sample consisted of male rock bands that based music-making practices around
live performances of cover songs in local bars. Subsequently his analysis of band rehearsals is
preoccupied with the technicalities of ‘song-getting’, which privileged the close replication of
studio recorded music within a practical live performance context (see Bennett 1980b).
Employer and audience requirements also creep into Bennett’s analysis of the process of
constructing a live set for the ‘bar market’ (Bennett 1980a, p. 235). In contemporary local
music-making (sub)culture, it is more commonplace for amateur bands to foreground the
creation and performance of original material. The not-for-profit ethos of DIY amateur music
communities challenges conventional financial pressures to please the gig organiser or give the

audience their ‘money’s worth’. Compulsory cooperation with the music industry has
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disintegrated as technological advances and Internet innovations have made the self-motivated

recording, distribution and promotion of original amateur musics and music cultures possible.

Several researchers have critiqued the rise of a ‘new creative knowledge economy’ in which
young music micro-entrepreneurs blend their creative leisure worlds with wider commercial
interests to produce their own independent business enterprises (McRobbie 2002; Bloustien
2008; Luckman 2008). It is important to note that in contemporary ‘post-industrial’ British
society DIY (sub)cultures can provide ample training opportunities, resources and networks to
progress onto careers within the creative industries. Critics have pointed to the inequalities
within such practices, as certain groups of youth, in structurally privileged positions of gender,
race, class and ethnicity, tend to be more able to develop their dream enterprises than others
(Bloustien 2003). Furthermore, micro-entrepreneurs tend to lack a secure workplace position
leaving them open to exploitative practices (McRobbie 2002). Amateur queer feminist music
(sub)cultures are embedded in a milieu of ‘post-industrial’ micro-entrepreneurship, commerce
and creative industries. However little attention has been paid to how DIY (sub)cultural
production can also impact on the character of contemporary British activism, politics and

resistance.

Studies have suggested that the everyday experiences of amateur music-making are draméltically
different in bands that create their own original music when compared to bands that perform
more commercially viable ‘copy music’ (Groce & Dowell 1988; Groce 1989). In a comparative
case study of two bands, the cover band ‘The Copy Cats’ and original band ‘Curious Cargo’,
ideological differences influenced the roles, goals and creative practices of musicians. In The
Copy Cats, goals were orientated around making money, meeting potential sexual partners and

" receiving external validation of their musical skills. This led to a band unit with low
cohesiveness and high turnover of band members; a deficit in communality meant that band
members frequently left, were fired and replaced. Subsequently, the Copy Cats lacked routine
rehearsals, preferring to learn songs individually via tapes, only meeting up to rehearse once a
specific job had been secured. Copy Cat members tended not to socialise with each other, often
arriving to and leaving from gigs separately. The power to make band decisions resided with
one member and money earned from gigs was distributed unequally between members. In
contrast, the musical activities of Curious Cargo were orientated towards the realisation of a
collective creative outlet through which members could showcase original material. Curious
Cargo exhibited high cohesiveness, frequently rehearsing and socialising together. The everyday
tasks of band life, including equipment transportation, set-list compilation and money
distribution were shared concerns. Important band decisions were determined through a non-
hierarchical, consensual decision-making process. Therefore, the diversities in the experiences
of creating, playing and performing local level amateur musics are embedded within decisions

to play ‘copy’ or ‘original’ musics.
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Stephen Groce (1989) argues that these ideological differences map onto the range of musical
identities available in response to the social organisation of the music industry. Local-level copy
bands defined themselves as audience-orientated and financially motivated entertainers, whereas
local-level original bands were more inclined to invest in ideas of artistry. Groce (1989) argues
that these self-definitions are constructed to account for a desire to be successful in a musical
world within which amateur musicians have little control. For local-level cover bands, the
failure to measure up to industry standards of original hit songs leaves them with the next best
option - the demonstration of technical abilities in the reproduction of existing industry hits. In
relation to local-level original bands, the likelihood of creating a hit record is miniscule without
some prolonged engagement in bar music culture shared with the more crowd-pleasing cover
bands. As the two factions competé for scarce playing opportunities, original bands develop a
resentment of cover bands as the latter tend to generate larger incomes and dominate playing
opportunities. Ruth Finnegan (1989) analysed a variety of diverse rock and pop local-level
bands to find that bands tended to consist of men who struggled to secure live performances for
payment. From this research the presence of the music industry, mass audience and venue

manager is still a central feature in the construction of amateur musical identities.
2.5.3 Re-assessing the study of local-level amateur music-makers

There are several problematic themes running through this literature, and I will comment on just
a couple relevant to the current study. The first concerns the definition of the amateur and their
role in local music culture and the wider music industry. A tendericy to frame local-level music-
making in occupational discourse sets a series of underlying assumptions into play. The amateur
is positioned at the beginning of a linear romantic ascendance to becoming a national,
professional, industry-based music star. From this perspective amateur music-makers who
operate within local-level music culture for an extended period of time could be considered as
failures. This discounts bands who actively avoid seeking music-industry validation, regular
employment or financial rewards from music-making. In Leeds DIY music culture alone,
amateur bands like D’ Astro and Bilge Pump have persevered in creating original music for over
ten years, whereas bands like Ruby Tombs and Mz Sojourn have been more ephemeral and
spontaneous. The frameworks offered by the above studies seem appropriate for a subsection of
bands that are compatible with mainstream success and acceptance: Leeds-based bands that
achieved this in the recent 2005 ‘New Yorkshire’ era, included the Kaiser Chiefs, jForward
Russia!, The Sunshine Underground and The Pigeon Detectives, and all these bands, with the
exception of jForward Russia! drummer Katie Nicholls, are indie-rock outfits made up of
predominantly white men. However, the current study addresses the activities of amateur music-
makers that are critical of the whiteness, masculinity and heteronormativity that pervades the
content of popular culture. In contemporary culture the rock band can offer a ‘form of

microresistance to the rationalised social imaginary [...] [to question] the hegemony of dominant
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ideology and the effectiveness of its institutionalised practices’ (Weinstein 1993, p. 220).
Therefore ‘other’ music-makers can exist for reasons beyond commercial logic. Ruth
Finnegan’s detailed empirical survey of local music-making activities in Milton Keynes has
illuminated the critical social role music-making plays within contemporary life; ‘playing in a
band provided a medium were players could express their own personal aesthetic vision and
through their music achieve a sense of controlling their own values, destiny and self-identity’
(1989, p. 130). Music-making in local cultures offers its participants more than the chance of

fame - a range of opportunities to construct and contest powerful narratives and identities.

The slippery conflation of the rock band with masculinity as male sexed/masculine gendered
subjects dominate studies of rock music-making is the next point of contention (Bennett 1980a,
1980b; Finnegan 1989; Cohen 1991; Groce & Dowell 1988; Groce 1989; Coffman 1971;
Weinstein 1993). The literature on local-level music-making has ignored the music-making
strategies, spaces and practices of queer feminist music (sub)cultures that foreground the
collective music-making practices of gender queer subjects. Theories solely based on (white)
male collective music-making cannot be representative of all rock music-making, including the
rock music practices of women, feminists, lesbians and queer subjects. Centralising masculine
creativity limits the range of conflicts and questions asked about amateur rock-music practices.
To what extent can the art/commerce conflict, audience/performer distinction and local
amateur/national professional career structure map onto and inform the music-making practices

of DIY queer feminist music (sub)cultures?

It would not be unreasonable to assume that existing studies of male rock music-making culture
are infused with masculine ideologies. For instance, Bennett describes a special sense of
commitment wherein ‘nothing comes before music’ that helps a rock band to form. When a
member breaks band commitments by failing to show up to a practice or gig, ‘their absence
demonstrates that something means more than music — that, in short, they are not musicians’
(Bennett 1980b, p. 222, original emphasis). This rather absolutist idea of music, as previously
discussed, argues for the protection of music from the trappings of everyday life, serving a
masculine ideology. The effect of this actively prevents women, associated with domesticity,
commerce and (a distracting) sexuality, from claiming an identity as a rock musician.
Controlling the threat of women became a paramount concern for the local-level male rock
bands in Sara Cohen’s (1991) detailed study of Liverpool rock culture. Cohen’s participant
observation centred on two unsigned bands - ‘the Jactars’ and ‘Crikey it’s the Cromptons!’
These bands consisted of 4 or 5 white men aged between 20 and 30 who had been making
music together in a typical guitar-and-drum-based outfit for 2 or 3 years. Cohen produced an
innovative critique of the male rock band as a site for the performance of masculinity, finding
that rock bands constructed themselves as gang-like social units which sought to secure their

music-making rights through the active exclusion and denigration of women. Rock bands
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offered men a valuable ‘way of life’ separate from the mundane nature of work and home that
was passionately defended from the dual threats of women and commerce. Respectively, many
scholars have also argued that the sphere of rock music-making is a contested gendered terrain
producing narrow options for women as music-makers (Bayton 1997, 1998; Clawson 1999a,
1999b; Groce & Cooper 1990; Walser 1993; Krenske & McKay 2000; Schippers 2000, 2002;
McDonnell & Powers 1995; Steward & Garratt 1985; Leblanc 1999; Whiteley 1997;
Reddington 2007). ' ‘

2.5.4 Frock Rock: Women amateur music-makers

To date, Mavis B.ayton has been the only scholar to touch on the everyday amateur rock music-
making practices.of women and feminist-identified women. Bayton (1988, 1993, 1997, 1998)
used a combination of in-depth interviews with women musicians and industry professionals
alongside participant observation at women’s music projects, gigs and workshops between 1978
and 1985, later updating her work in 1995-6. Bayton’s scholarship has opened up the discussion
of amateur music-making in several important ways - to consider the role of feminism in
women’s amateur music-making, the possible differences in women bands’ collective creative
processes, and the gendered conflicts women negotiate in making and performing rock music in
the public eye. In the essays ‘How Women Become Musicians’ (1988), ‘Feminist Musical
Practice: Problems and Contradictions’ (1993), ‘Women and the Electric Guitar’ (1997) and her
book-length account Frock Rock: Women Performing Popular Music (1998), Bayton suggests
that women’s routes into rock music-making differ from the male-trodden paths previously
described by the likes of Bennett (1980a, 1980b) as opportunities and restraints are shaped by
gendered discourses. The routes for men are enhanced by greater access to rock instruments and
informal peer groups to share learning experiences and knowledge, prior to first band formation.
Bayton confirmed the stereotype of the isolated male player engaged in ‘song-getting’ from his
record player, paying his dues through the arduous task of mastering the rock canon on his
chosen instrument. In contrast, Bayton suggested that women wére less likely to have access to
masculine-coded rock instruments or to experience similar peer-group opportunities to develop
musical skills on rock instruments like the guitar or drums. In this section I will explore

Bayton’s comments on women’s amateur bands and feminist music countercultures.

Gender differences are argued to impact on the form, style and structure of men’s and women’s
collective rock music-making practices (Bayton 1988). While men’s rock bands tend to start out
with clear ideas of instrument roles, musical style and projected audience, it was common for
women to form a band with a looser sense of instrumental role, style and band structure. Band
line-ups were more open to revision, shaped by the relatively small pool of women players;
therefore, it wasn’t unusual for a woman guitar-player to end up as a drummer, or for

instruments to be frequently swapped leaving the instrumental line-up in a permanent state of




>w

96

flux. Women’s desire to play often overshadowed dedication to any firm musical style. This
enabled women’s bands to explore and fuse different styles in extended collective spells of
learning and experimenting with music. Women’s bands were more likely to begin creating
original music, whereas in men’s bands it was commonplace for bands to extend their individual
‘song-getting’ experiences to a band context, initially playing covers of well-known rock songs
before progressing onto writing original material. Bayton suggested that women’s musical
commitment was displaced by family and partners’ needs - ‘musicians schedule their lives

around music; mothers schedule their lives around their children’ (1993, p. 255).

In her analysis of successful male rock-band creativity and interaction, Deena Weinstein (1993)
identified three models of collective creativity. The first form is termed ‘the proprietorship’, in
which one member, ‘the prince’, is the dominant creator within a band thereby reaping the
majority of financial income. The ‘duopoly’ describes a band in which two dominant creative
members with different yet complementary strengths work together, for instance one in lyrics
and the other in music. The final model, ‘the cooperative’, entails each band member having an
equal say, input and financial stake in the creation, recording and performance of music.
Weinstein argued that the latter model represents an ideological ideal which is rarely expressed
in commercial rock-music culture. However, in Bayton’s research a cooperative structure
became the standard way of creating music within women’s bands. When women initially
learned how to play with each other, a carefully crafted democratic atmosphere free from male
outsiders enabled them to quickly learn new musical skills together. In songwriting, a conscious
effort was made to balance contributions and demonstrate sensitivity for all contributions and
ideas. It was rare for one member to write all the material and more typical for members to
bring partially formed song ideas that would become the basis of collective collaboration or for
songs to emerge during jamming, the practice of ‘playing loosely and spontaneously, with no
particular direction’ (Bayton 1988, p. 249). Priority was placed on women creating original
material rather than covers. In feminist-orientated bands this preference was justified through
beliefs in women’s different ways of writing bolstered by the political necessity to highlight
women’s experiences. In the performance of cover songs there was a need to create a subversive
version that presented a lesbian or pro-woman subtext; the Raincoats’ 1979 version of ‘Lola’,
originally written by Ray Davies about a man’s encounter with a transvestite and performed by
the Kinks, is a prime example. Instead of switching the protagonist to a woman and transvestite
to a masculine-identification, the Raincoats retain the feminine gender-identification of Lola
alongside a woman-identified protagonist to produce a radical revision that gleams with lesbian

and queer possibility.

Women were more likely to develop close friendships with fellow band-members that extended
far beyond band activities. The absolutist concept of music, already seen to be taken for granted

in Bennett’s (1980a, 1980b) study of men’s rock cover bands, was challenged as the divide
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between music-making and everyday life was violated. Extra-band issues were discussed and
acknowledged in rehearsals, which allowed women’s music-making and performances to hold
special significance in women’s lives as band relationships developed into close friendships; for
women, ‘the immediate experience of playing together is a source of strength and pleasure and
purpose for more important than individual commercial success’ (Bayton 1988, p. 257).
Therefore, as opposed to the individualist structure and commercial interests that predominated
studies of men’s professional rock groups and amateur cover bands, in Bayton’s research
women’s amateur bands were characterised as tight-knit cohesive friendship groups that

preferred collective, original and democratic forms of artistic creation.
2.5.5 Feminisms and the production of music communities

For Bayton ‘feminism has been a long-lasting oppositional and enabling force within popular
music (1993, p. 191); therefore, feminism represents a major route into music-making for
women, providing the opportunity, motivation and material resources that enhance women’s
participation in amateur music worlds. Feminism is not a single ideology, easily identified
movement or generational wave, but a multiple, fragmented, often conflicting yet enduring
energy that challenges the wider social, political, economic, cultural and historical denigration of
feminine experiences, identities and voices. In the late-1970s and 1980s British socio-political
context for Bayton’s work, multiple strands of feminism circulated, each with a different
position on the uses and abuses of music for feminism. For instance, liberal feminism supported
women in their struggle for equal status by invading traditional male enclaves and engaging in
conventionally masculine occupations and roles; therefore, liberal feminism encouraged women
to create rock music alongside men. However, the more radical branch of revolutionary
feminism advocated a separatist strategy - the creation of a distinct feminist music that rejected
the hallmarks of patriarchal ‘cock rock’ and emphasised sonic representations of femininity,
lesbianism and womanhood. Revolutionary feminists discarded loud amplified sonic heavy
metal or rock assaults in favour of a ‘women’s music” which tended to embrace light, soft and
acoustic-folk sounds as well as pop, reggae, jazz, latin and improvisational genres to foreground
politicised song lyrics. Although on a smaller scale to ‘women’s music’ culture in the United
States, the 1970s and 1980s saw the growth of a strong British lesbian feminist music
counterculture under the radar of the mainstream press. Feminism offered women with existing
musical inclinations the confidence to realise their creative desires, whereas for other women it
was the contact with feminist ideas and networks that first inspired their musical endeavours as
the increasing demand for women’s bands to play at feminist socials provided a supportive and

sympathetic platform.

Bands that identified their musical practices as feminist are seen as having subverted the

conventions that guide music-making, to produce an ‘alternative music discourse’ that is argued
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to have been more radical than punk and left-wing subcultural musics (Bayton 1993, p. 181).
Many feminist bands sought to rewrite the rules and create an alternative feminist musical
counterculture, to resist and rework conventional lyrical content, band structures, instrumental
roles, spatial norms, performer/audience relations, songwriting processes, musical elements, live
performances and visual presentations. Feminist ideology prioritised the spirit of collectivism
and cooperation over individualism and competition, the latter of which were linked to the
exploitative practices of white patriarchal capitalism. In lesbian feminist musical counterculture
this was manifested in a critique of professionalism and an emphasis on grassroots, non-
hierarchical and autonomous organisation. Separation between the audience and performer was
minimised through the spatial reorganisation of the gig; bands often rejected the use of elaborate
stage lighting for more sparse yet immediate and intimate pérformances. The hierarchical
competitive gig roster that prioritised a ‘headlining’ band who played afier the ‘support’ bands

was subverted as joint-headlining gigs were introduced incorporating a revolving headliner.

Movements, postures and gestures in music performances rejected and ridiculed stereotypical
masculine rock norms. Feminists challenged hegemonic discourses of feminine rock sexuality
that pandered to male attention, epitomised through hetero-feminine dress including the mini-
skirt, low cut top and make-up. In some circles these signifiers were rejected and a ‘natural’
image predominated: ‘the norm for feminist bands tend[ed] to be no make-up, flat shoes/boots,
and jeans/trousers. You could be any shape or size; you certainly did not have to look attractive
in terms of conventional femininity’ (Bayton 1998, p. 69). Other feminist music-makers
questioned the possibility of achieving a ‘natural’ femininity and instead experimented with
exaggerated forms of femininity. Overtly lesbian feminist themes and issues dominated the
lyrical elements of songs, acting as catalysts for consciousness-raising and social change for
performers and audiences, for instance previously taboo experiences of menstruation,
housework, lesbianism, motherhood and menopause became viable topics for alternative music.
Women-only gigs were important to feminist music-makers because they allowed for the
construction of a ‘safe space” free from male violence, intimidation and criticism; however, this
also bred resentment as women’s music tended to be unconditionally praised. Women-only gigs
and lesbian feminist social events tended to displace the centrality of music to foreground the
sexual and social eléments of the event. Lesbian audiences were considered to prioritise dance
music rather than more ‘serious’ musics and the interests of such audiences were radically
questioned. The feeling that women’s bands were ‘playing to the converted’ alongside the
celebration of feminine amateurism and prohibition of rock sounds restrained the radicalism of

feminist music practices.
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2.5.6 Frock Off: Contemporary queer feminist music makers

Mavis Bayton undoubtedly broke new ground in her study of women’s music-making practices;
however, several problematic assumptions remain unchallenged within her work. The dominant
tendency to frame music-making in occupational discourse and construct a linear career path is
retained, particularly in Frock Rock, which as Bayton outlines in the preface, ‘can be read as a
guide for women considering a career in music-making, to show what the problems are likely to
be and to demonstrate how others have successfully resisted and dealt with them’ (1998, p. vii).
Furthermore, Bayton cannot seem to avoid the uncritical perpetuation of gendered concepts that
circulate in music culture. For instance, the first question that drives Bayton’s thesis is why
there are so few women instrumentalists in rock bands and priority is given to the voices and
experiences of women instrumentalists. This tendency to privilege instrumental roles and
overlook vocal and audience contributions to rock music culture can be clearly mapped onto a
masculine/feminine binary. Vocality remains embedded in feminine associations with the body,
nature and emotion that position singing as an unremarkable natural ability. The situation of
being ‘just the girl singer’ seems to require considerable discursive work for women in order to
claim artistic authority in rock music culture, whereas instrument playing is valorised as a
highly developed skill with masculine connotations of rationality, culture and technology
(Clawson 1993). The observation that women tend to cluster in apparently ‘unpowerful’ rock
roles as the vocalist, keyboardist or bass-guitar player tends to be a common fixation for
‘women in rock’ theorists (Clawson 1999a, 1999b). Frequently both Bayton and Clawson tend
to valorise guitar-playing and drumming as the most sonically powerful roles in rock music
making, which suggests that playing instruments that cross gender norms presents the most
satisfactory mode of feminist resistance (Bayton 1997, 1998; Clawson 1999a, 1999b). This
narrow focus on experiences of women instrumentalists carries the ironic effect of reinforcing,

rather than challenging, the constitution of patriarchal power in rock music culture.

Women-only audiences were often represented as a nuisance for instrumentalists in lesbian
feminist countercultures. They were blamed for giving uncritical feedback, favouring social and
sexual aspects of gigs over the music or demanding dance music rather than ‘serious’ music
(Bayton 1993, p. 187-8). This confirms rather than resists the stereotypes of women’s
consumption as indiscriminate, previously discussed, and perpetuates the divide between
apolitical feminine pop and serious masculine rock. Other ‘women in rock’ theorists have
produced distinct histories to recuperate ‘lost women of rock’, detailing pioneering women
instrumentalists and vocalists who have shaped rock music culture (for example, see Gaar 1993;
O’Brien 2002); however, the concept of rock music culture as a constantly negotiated and
contested site for gendered practices is not explored. For Bayton, rock music culture is assumed

to consist of masculine norms, values and ideas that women must attempt to break into or reject
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altogether, thereby she fails to take into account the historical contributions and continual

presence of women in rock culture.

Bayton’s uncritical use of the categories ‘man’ and ‘woman’ create a world of masculine men
and feminine women complete with gender-bound normative routes and constraints. Not
surprisingly Bayton finds that experiences of music-making map onto traditional gender
expectations, with women considered to be more experimental, unskilled and communal,
whereas men are understood to be more hierarchical, skilled and career driven in their music-
making. It is difficult to see where gender-queer subjects, men who identify with feminism or
women who identify with the masculine gender performances of heavy metal and rock can
adequately fit into this framework. Even more perplexing for the current study is the nostalgic
account of the 1970s and 1980s lesbian feminist music counterculture and dismissal of
contemporary queer feminist music culture; ‘feminism and lesbianism are no longer a major
route into rock music-making in the apolitical 1990s [...] Lesbianism’s public persona has been
subject to considerable political dilution and today has no necessary connection with feminism,
so that it is no longer the political route into women’s music-making that it once was’ (Bayton
1998, p. 74). Bayton bases her assumption on the responses of women instrumentalists
interviewed in the mid-nineties, a post-riot grrrl era of considerable media backlash against
women musicians who politicised their gender and sexuality. Subsequently, Bayton observes
that these women musicians commonly discounted the importance of their sexuality in music-
making or decided to remain closeted. Bayton proceeds to consider the impact of the riot grrrl
movement on 1990s Britain, and acknowledging her lack of first-hand information, she presents
a pessimistic account of a failed British riot grrrl scene that is littered with numerous mistakes
and inaccuracies. Riot grrrls’ handful of women-only gigs, zines, music and defiant spatial gig
practices are heralded as media-savvy replicas of an earlier comprehensive feminist music

counterculture, leading Bayton to conclude that;

It is arguable whether Riot Grrrl has had as much effect in the UK as it did in
the States. Indeed, it never really took off nationally in the first place, and has
remained highly localised in a few cities where the energising activity of one
or two highly committed women inspires others (such as Newcastle, Glasgow
and Leeds/Bradford). My research suggests that it has not had the same long-
term impact in the UK as punk. Interviewing women in 1995-6, I discovered
that many of them knew little about Riot Grrrl and some had never heard of it.
Not one of the women who I interviewed would call herself a Riot Grrrl, while
some believed that the whole Riot Grrrl scene was a media myth beyond the
activities of one band: Huggy Bear. Many of the bands described as Riot Grrrl
were playing long before the term existed and were annoyed at being so
indiscriminately labelled by the press (Bayton 1998, p. 79)

Bayton does identify two important differences in riot grrrl. Riot grrrl bands often included
men, for instance Linus, Coping Saw, Bikini Kill and Huggy Bear, and this concept would have

been intolerable for the women-only bands and audiences of 1970s and 1980s lesbian feminist
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music counterculture. Additionally, riot grrrl appeared to be more overtly sexual, flaunting bold
visual statements of queer fem(me)inism that redeployed feminine style and girthood aesthetics
within a feminist praxis. However, instead of considering the radical possibilities of these
practices pointed out in her earlier survey of women punks, Bayton is quick to point out how
within a mixed audience such tactics are ‘open to misinterpretation, employing a supposed irony
which could be easily lost on some segments of the audience, most of whom would be only too
delighted to give her an ironic fuck’ (1998, p. 79). Bayton seems too misplaced to conceptualise
the musical practices of an emerging queer feminism that had begun to build on a radical
performative questioning of the very rigid gender and sexuality binaries that form the bedrock
of her analyses. In the 1980s lesbian feminist culture was thrown into flux. Generational shifts,
the sex wars and critiques levelled by women of colour questioned the viability of ‘women’s
music’ to adequately represent all women. This ‘decentring’ of lesbian feminism saw the
mobilisation of ‘rigid ideological prescriptions about who belonged in the lesbian community,
and what lesbian culture should look and sound like’ (Stein 1995, p. 419). Developing this
critical legacy, queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance embraces ambiguity and constructs
everyday spaces and practices that question the dominant frameworks that guide who is able to
claim the identity of girl, woman, man, lesbian and feminist. Importantly, queer feminist
(sub)cultures operate simultaneously within ‘mainstream’ and ‘underground’ levels to
‘construct positions from which to speak that acknowledge both lesbian marginality and
membership in the dominant culture’ (Stein 1995, p. 425). One aim of the present study is to
situate riot grrrl and DIY queer feminist (sub)culture within a rich continuation of British
feminist (sub)cultural resistance that have made important contributions to the contemporary

landscape, character and history of feminism in Britain.

Conventional feminist histories have relied on the documentation of prominent public marches,
strikes, conferences, speeches and publications; however, women’s social and political histories
have also been articulated within music-making and music cultures. Susan McClary has argued
that ‘music can organise our perceptions of our own bodies and emotions, it can tell us things
about history that are not accessible through any other medium’ (cited in Wood 1995, p. 606).
This possibility inspired Elizabeth Wood to develop a sonogram metaphor in her exploration of
the militant British suffrage struggles in 1910-14 and musical works of Ethel Smyth. Wood
proclaims her approach to be ‘an alternative mode to the hegemonic invasiveness of “master”
narratives [...] to investigate the body politic and its resonances to “tell us things about history”
that are accessible through our sensory experience of musical sound’ (1995, p. 607).
Furthermore, in Noise: The Political Economy of Music Attali (1985) has argued that music is
prophetic, providing a ‘rough sketch of society under construction’ (p. 5) that can precede social
transformations. Amateur music subcultures can provide space for the construction of

alternative worlds, politics and identities that set forth collective desire for wider social, political
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and cultural transformation. In a context in which there appears to be a lack of visible leaders
and activism in contemporary feminism, unlike identifiable ‘second-wave’ icons like Germaine
Greer and Gloria Steinem and the National Organisation of Women (NOW), a situation has
developed in which contemporary feminists are more likely to identify their feminist leaders
within their own local feminist communities, and, when pushed to move beyond their
immediate contexts, identify (inter)nationally recognised music icons like Kathleen Hanna and
Ani DiFranco (Reger 2007). It is possible that the character and future of British feminisms are
being actively negotiated within local-level DIY queer feminist music (sub)cultures, for instance
within the collective construction of musical moments like Ladyfest, DIY music-making and

queer feminist club nights.

2.6 Methodological Outline

The current study interrogates a combination of visual, textual and sonic elements to describe
and analyse the everyday experiences, sounds and sights of British queer feminist music
(sub)culture. Queer methodologies, as previously discussed, are scavenger methodologies that
agitate conventional boundaries. In seeking a nuanced understanding of how music and music
(sub)culture can be used to provoke and embody desire for social change, music needs to be
unshackled from a disciplinary longing to view music as a fixed object, towards an
understanding of music as embedded within a historically, socially, politically and culturally
situated process of collaborative meaning-making. To ask how music is being used, created,
played, performed and experienced within different countercultural spaces and moments, and to
interrogate how music and music culture contest wider struggles for transformation in dominant
understandings of genders, sexualities, and feminisms. I employed a combination of qualitative
methodological approaches to explore the meanings that circulate in everyday lived experiences
of creating, producing, performing and occupying various queer feminist sounds, visions and

spaces.
2.6.1 Data Production

In order to produce a ‘thick description’ of lived experiences of queer girl culture I prioritised an
ethnographic approach (Geertz 1973). Within the social sciences, ethnographic methods refer to
a process of ‘doing’ research in which the researcher engages with people, on their own terms
and within their everyday worlds, in order to gain a nuanced understanding of their cultural
beliefs and practices (Clifford & Marcus 1986; Denzin 1997). This may be through complete
immersion in the everyday participation of cultural lifestyles; however, in contemporary
ethnography researchers have been known to include other qualitative methods, including semi-
structured interviewing, biographical narratives and the analysis of documents (Taylor 2002).

Postmodern and feminist twists on ethnography have allowed for the development of critical,
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situated and self-reflexive approaches conscious of the dangers of truth claims, unacknowledged
power hierarchies and detached objective stances (Stacey 1991; Mascia-Lees et al 1989;
Clifford & Marcus 1986; Denzin 1997). Ethnographies are not neutral descriptions of ‘other’
cultures, but active constructions of cultures, ‘caught up in the invention, not the representation
of cultures’ (Clifford 1986, p. 2). Critical ethnographies have engaged in experimentation with
dialogic forms of cultural writing, to include competing voices and perspectives, to embrace
contradiction and multiplicity over linearity and order and to acknowledge the limits and
particularities of ethnographic interpretations. Instead of viewing ethnographic visions as weak,
incomplete and partial, ‘a rigorous sense of partiality can be a source of representational tact’
(Clifford 1986, p. 7). Critical ethnographies are argued to be more than descriptions of social
life or celebrations of cultural difference, but are narratives that indicate the presence of '

multiple competing versions of ‘reality’ in the world and push for social transformation (Denzin

1997).

Feminist critics have debated the character of this reflexive postmodern moment that has
enabled the development of a new or critical ethnography proposed by James Clifford, George
Marcus, Michael Fischer and Norman Denzin. Highlighting the active exclusion of feminist
anthropologists and disintegration of a means to speak about marginalised experiences in global
systems of power and dominance, Mascia-Lees, Sharpe and Cohen (1989) launch into a critique
that radically questions the power exclusions embedded in postmodernism. The valorisation of a
postmodernism that views truth, experience, and knowledge as multiple and posits the death of
the ontological subject is argued as reflecting the experience of white western male thought,
mobilised at a crucial moment in which non-western people and women have begun to speak for
themselves (see also Hartstock 1987; Harding 1987). Therefore, postmodernist discourse, as a
socially constructed knowledge, can also be understood as a redeployment of masculine
dominance that marginalises the politicisation of ‘other’ experiences and secures male
supremacy in the academy. For instance, postmodern anthropological reflexive accounts can
produce a ‘new ethnocentrism’ in privileging the (male) author’s voice, ‘for in turning inward,
making himself, his motives, and his experience the thing to be confrontéd, the postmodernist
anthropologist locates “the other” in himself. It is as if, finding the “exotic” closed off to him,
the anthropologist constructs himself as the exotic’ (Mascia-Lees et al 1989, p. 26; see also
Skeggs 2002, Probyn 1993). Experimental postmodernist writing techniques that aim to include
multiple.voices, dissonant perspectives and viewpoints in a non-hierarchical manner can mask
agendas, narrative authority and power differences. Feminist theory can contribute to the
practice of ethnography by restoring the critical relationship between research and politics in the
production of situated knowledges (Mascia-Lees et al 1989; Haraway 1996 [1988]). This
involves remaining critically aware of and accountable to readers, participants and audiences of

research, acknowledging the political agenda that motivates research, and embracing the
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contradictions in current feminist theorising and activism. These contradictions can be
demonstrated as a dilemma between a need for feminism to recognise women’s individual
freedom and diverse biographies with a desire to organise as a group to mobilise claims for
equality (Young 1995). Feminist cultural theory is also peculiar in that it requires the
simultaneous construction and deconstruction of the terms ‘woman’, ‘feminism’ and
‘oppression’ that form part of its own discourse. A feminist and queer ethnography refuses to
decentre the material and historical, and is committed to transforming power relationships that

underlie the oppression of the feminine, non-white, working class and non-heterosexual.

Feminist researchers foreground professional, personal and political interests within their
research and have laboured on ways to rework conventional research relationships, problems
and methodologies (Reinharz 1992; Oakley 1981). Remaining astute to the traditional hierarchy
between the powerful ‘researcher’ who obtains information from the powerless ‘researched’,
participant and researcher interactions can also be viewed as active dynamic relationships
embedded in complex negotiations of power and reciprocity that are linked to the immediate
context, emotions and structural positions of both the researcher and participant. Interviews and
cthnographies have been widely redefined as collaborative events for the co-construction of in-
depth narrative possibilities. Feminist researchers have also encouraged researchers to utilise the
everyday situations in which they are involved to develop feminist cultural theory (Stanley &
Wise 1983); therefore, the possibility for auto/ethnography offers an opportunity for co-
constructing narratives within existing activist, social and creative networks. Opposed to
centralising a singular personal voice, I utilised an auto/ethnographic approach to sensitively
situate and reflexively examine how my fluctuating experiential biography impacted upon the
construction of a queer feminist counter-narrative and vice versa, for instance in an assessment
of how my role as a subcultural participant had influenced the direction, ethical dilemmas, aims
and methodological decisions in my research, as discussed above. I also wished to position my
voice within a multiplicity of competing voices and viewpoints that circulate in queer feminist

music culture, whilst acknowledging the authority I inevitably possess in shaping the debate.

This study consisted of three interrelated empirical studies. The first study draws on a political
legacy of oral history methodologies to construct a situated history of riot grrrl. This project was
drivén by a desire to construct a counter-narrative to contest visible representations of riot grrtl,
including media coverage, music histories and academic accounts that devalue girls’ music
(sub)cultural experiences. The complete absence and existence of distorted accounts of
lesbianism and feminism is a problem frequently encountered in the production of lesbian and
feminist histories (see Jennings 2004; Sangster 1994). Therefore oral history methodologies
have enabled the (re)construction of queer, lesbian and feminist histories (Davis & Kennedy
1986; Boyd 2003; Faderman 1991; Gardiner 2003; Jennings 2007b). However, rather than

viewing oral histories as objective recollections of ‘real’ experience, a critical oral history
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approach involves ‘asking why and how women explain, rationalise and make sense of their
past, [to gain] insight into the social and material framework within which they operated, the
perceived choices and cultural pattems they faced, and the complex relationship between
individual consciousness and culture’ (Sangster 1994, p. 6). Care needs to be taken to record the
context of the oral history to clarify how the position of the speaker, in terms of personal,
political and social agendas alongside gender, ‘race’, sexual and class positions, shapes the
construction of historical memories, silences and subtexts of riot grrrl (see Sangster 1994). As
discussed above, the prevailing historical, social and cultural context which enabled a
revaluation of riot grrrl, shaped the willingness for participants to share riot grrrl experiences

and inevitably impacted on the evaluations and descriptions given.

I conducted 17 oral history interviews relating to UK riot grrrl between May 2006 and June
2008. Each oral history was semi-structured with a pre-determined interview schedule (see
appendix 1) used to guide participants when needed, although care was taken to allow
participants to construct idiosyncratic narratives and introduce alternative events, issues and
ideas. Interviews typically lasted between 1 and 2 hours and were conducted in public places
like cafes or in participants’ homes. The interviews were fully transcribed in verbatim (see
appendix 2) and the nuances of the speaker’s linguistic expression including pauses, repetition
and fillers were included (see Potter & Weatherell 1987). Quotations used from interview
transcripts were adjusted to facilitate comprehension — this included small adjustments to
punctuation and the removal of repetition, fillers and false starts — in academic and commercial
texts. In some cases (for example, Suzy Corrigan) participants edited their own transcripts for
clarity. The UK riot grrrl oral histories were complemented with the transcripts of 24 interviews
and 3 roundtables of the US riot grrrl movement conducted in 1999 by Gillian Gaar and Jacob
McMurray as part of the Experience Music Project Riot Grrrl Retrospective. I was also grateful
for an opportunity to conduct one US oral history with Allison Wolfe in 2007, email
correspondence with Kathleen Hanna, Layla Gibbon, Everett True, Andy Walker, and Paul Cox,
and gain access to interviews with 3 UK and 3 US participants conducted by Michal Cupid and
Lisa Cupcake in 1999 and a written interview with Andy Roberts from Cazz Blase. This
amassed hundreds of pages of transcript and the description of riot grrrl experiences of 28
women and 11 men. This was complemented by involvement in a Ladyfest Brighton riot grrrl
retrospective panel with Tobi Vail and Allison Wolfe in October 2005, and a long table
discussion on writing riot grrrl histories at Ladyfest London in May 2008. In addition to oral
histories many participants took the opportunity to generously share other sources of riot grrrl
documentation including letters, zines, tapes, media articles, photos, videos, records, flyers and
posters. I am also grateful to Sarah Dougher, Jacob McMurray and sts who provided me with

access to original US riot grrrl and queercore zines and recordings during fieldwork in Portland,

W
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Seattle and Olympia in November 2007, and Cazz Blase who kindly lent me her UK riot grrrl

fanzine archive.

The second study focused on an auto/ethnography of contemporary DIY queer feminist
(sub)cultural participation. This incorporated the documentation of, and critical reflection on,
my everyday activism, participation and co-production of UK Ladyfests, Ladies Rock UK,
Manifesta meetings, gigs and events, alongside discussions with (sub)cultural participants
across the UK and Ireland.*' This incorporated the articulations of 19 queer feminist
(sub)cultural producers involved in projects and collectives across the UK. These semi-
structured interviews were again loosely based on an interview schedule (see appendix 1) whilst
remaining open enough to enable the participant to guide the interview around individual
concerns and experiences. Interviews with queer feminist participants often became dialogues
enabling the reciprocal exchange of experiences, ideas and memories. A small number of
participants preferred to contribute their accounts via email; this was often due to geographical
constraints, but was also a distinct preference to articulate ideas in writing rather than in face-to-
face situations. In these cases I attempted to preserve a dialogic ethos, often extending the email
interaction by adding further questions or responding to the participant’s questions. Face-to-face
interviews took place in public locations and domestic spaces, lasting between 1 and 2 % hours,
and some participants chose to be interviewed as pairs. These interviews were complemented by
my own archive of written, sonic and visual documents of queer feminist (sub)culture

encompassing zines, flyers, posters, programmes, media articles and recordings.

The majority of data I collected, therefore, consisted of various texts including transcribed
interviews, oral histories and discussions, lyrics, zines, field-notes and email correspondence. In
the third study I was keen to incorporate the analysis of everyday visual and aural elements of
queer girl music production. Drawing on the benefits of video diary methodology for
researching everyday performances of non-heterosexual identities (see Holliday 2000, 2004), I
distributed camcorders to case study bands and asked them to produce video diaries of their
rehearsals, performances and band life. I compiled a list of possible bands based on my
experience of queer feminist music culture and approached bands that explicitly self-identified
their music-making as queer and/or feminist. I explained the project in an email, in conversation
and in an information sheet (see appendix 1). Initially five bands were involved; Smartypants,
Fake Tan, Drunk Granny, Jean Genet and Drei; however, Smartypants broke up and dropped
out of the study, the interview responses given by Drei illustrated that the band exceeded the
specific remit of a queer/feminist focused band, and I first encountered Party Weirdo at a gig in

2007 and they joined the project later. Band documentation occurred from November 2006 to

2! 1t must be noted that I did not manage to locate any active collectives in Scotland during my fieldwork.
I have subsequently become aware of (sub)cultural activity in Glasgow, including Queerbash events, the
radio show Suck My Left One, and the all-girl queer band Scragfight.
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January 2008. I acquired two camcorders and circulated these around the bands, and other forms
of recording were also used by the bands including mini-discs, cds and tapes. In addition to
video-diary documentation I interviewed the bands about their music-making practices, listened
to their recordings, saw them perform live, collected media coverage, and attended to lyrics to
gain a situated understanding of how bands understood their music-making practices at different
moments and spaces of articulation. I also asked queer feminist (sub)cultural participants about
the role of these bands’ musics in their everyday lives. Unfortunately, due to time and space
constraints, only the interview and ethnographic data could be included in the current analysis.
These data, therefore, represent an innovative direction for future research to explore the private

dynamics between music-makers invested in the social construction of queer feminist

(sub)cultures.
2.6.2 Data Analysis

Emergent themes were derived from the data through the use of grounded theory. Originally
conceptualised by Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss (1967), grounded theory refers to
‘systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct
theories “grounded” in the data themselves [...] Thus, data form the foundation of our theory
and our analysis of these data generates the concepts we construct’ (Charmaz 2006, p. 2).
Therefore instead of an assessment of testable hypotheses or established theoretical concepts,
grounded theory enabled the development of themes rooted in the talk of (sub)cultural
participants. This analytical approach was particularly suitable for the in-depth exploration of
subjects obscured from dominant social, political and cultural theory. Therefore data analysis
was conducted alongside and informed the direction of data production and theorisation. For
instance, when new themes emerged, or became saturated, theoretical sampling was used —
participants were included on the basis that their participation would lead to theory construction.
Within the practice of memo-writing key themes and concepts were refined over time and
existing literature was consulted in order to situate concepts within a wider social, cultural and

political context.

2.6.3 Sample

I approached riot grrrl oral history participants, queer feminist participants and queer feminist
bands based on my own (sub)cultural knowledge, contacts and networks. I have already
discussed problematic issues about sampling in personal activist communities and social circles.
These practices have inevitably been shaped by my social position as a white, middle-class
queer girl subject, which unfortunately reflects the general character of queer feminist
(sub)cultural resistance. However, this is not to discount the experiences and contributions made
within DIY queer feminist (sub)culture by participants who spoke from positions that are non-

white, working-class, male, masculine and gender-queer. Overall of the 46 participants involved
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in these interrelated studies; 7 identified as men, 7 as working-class, 5 as non-white, and 3 as
gender-queer. In terms of sexuality; 17 self-identified as heterosexual, 9 as lesbian, 4 as gay,
and 16 as queer. The participants were involved in projects and collectives including Local Kid,
Manifesta, Kaffequeeria, f.a.g. Club, Riot Grrrl London, Riot Grrrl Leeds-Bradford, Girl
Frenzy, Slampt, The Bakery, Get Bent!, Homocrime, Irrk records, Queer Union, Queeruption,
Pink Bus, Club V, Colouring Outside the Lines, Magical Girl, Lola and the Cartwheels, Rag,
Rock Camp for Girls UK and UK Ladyfests. These queer feminist (sub)cultilral activists were
located across the UK in cities of Manchester, Leeds, Bristol, Cardiff, London, Newcastle,
Brighton and Sheffield, as well as outside the UK, for instance in Dublin and Berlin.
Participants were spread across a wide variety of educational backgrounds and occupations
ixicluding: resident worker in a Buddhist Meditation Centre, chief economist, secondary-school
teacher and women’s support worker. More detailed information about the specific self-
positioning of each participant can be accessed in self-authored biographies included within the

relevant chapters of the current study.
2.6.4 Ethics

I have already dealt with what I felt to be the most pertinent ethical issues faced by the current
project. These issues included managing informed consent as a process through allowing
participants to control the visibility of their contributions within academic and popular
commercial texts. Emphasis was also placed on collaborative knowledge production, whilst
acknowledging the partiality that my position and academic constraints generate. Although
many researchers have found that this reiterative process hinders research progress (Jones 1997;
Weatherall et al 2002) the experience of negotiating meaning through establishing collaborative
relationships with participants was positive (see Borland 1991). Critical feminist ethnographies
and interviews underline the importance of connecting research to political praxis. In this case
the project is driven by a desire to construct an experiential archive of music and music
(sub)culture in British feminism and queer life; therefore, my reading and analysis of queer
feminist visual, textual and sonic (sub)cultural life is framed through making this political and

personal standpoint visible, allowing readers to evaluate my research.

To summarise, this chapter has explored the challenges that an interdisciplinary research project
on contemporary DIY queer feminist (sub)cultural resistance represents to dominant
disciplinary boundaries. I have reflexively discussed how my position as a (sub)cultural
producer-fan and researcher have shaped methodological issues, including access, data
production, ethics, friendship networks and the distinction between the home and field. The
recognition of the ephemeral aspects of queer feminist (sub)cultural life has led to a critical
awareness of the privileging of particular cultural objects and works within disciplines. These

disciplinary constraints can obscure an in-depth interrogation of the meaningful everyday music
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practices of queer feminist (sub)cultural participants. The contributions of feminist, lesbian, gay
and queer musicologies to the study of music, gender and sexuality have been critically assessed
in the formulation of an interdisciplinary approach to the study of DIY (sub)cultural music
participation. The current study challenges the gaps in the study of local amateur music-making
which can be limited by a focus on male, rock cover bands, embedded in an idealised
commercial career trajectory. Or, in the case of Mavis Bayton’s scholarship, reproduce
hegemonic gender discourses in the construction of distinct women’s music practices, and
dismisses the relevance of feminism and lesbianism for contemporary music-makers. Overall
this chapter has sought to justify the importance of an auto/ethnographic approach to
understanding music and music culture as collective social action and to incorporate the diverse
meaning-making practices of a range of non-expert music participants within a variety of
ephemeral spaces, moments and processes. This is a queer feminist methodology that privileges
the lived meaningful experiences of counter-hegemonic genders and sexualities, and refuses a

narrow focus on aesthetic evaluation of the musical works of professional musicians.
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Chapter Three

British Riot Grrrl Histories

In the recent past I have been involved in the perpetuation of a predominantly US historical
narrative of riot grrrl (see Downes 2007). The story of US origins represents a relatively well-
documented mythological account of riot grrrl (see also Kearney 1997, 1998a, 2006; Andersen
& Jenkins 2001; Gottlieb & Wald 1994; Cateforis & Humphreys 1997; Schilt 2005; Schilt &
Zobl 2008). One of the aims of this chapter is to re-examine these dominant histories,
representations and stories of riot grrrl from the perspective of marginal British experiences of
riot grrrl music participation. In a synthesis comprisirig the analysis of original oral history
interviews, secondary transcripts and taped interviews, films, fanzines and media articles, I
explore the role of music and music culture in the provocation, experience and embodiment of
social change in 1990s Britain (for a selected list of sources consulted see appendix 3). This
chapter consists of four main sections. The first section focuses on the emergence of a
distinctive British riot grrrl discourse within the specific social, political, economic and cultural
nuances of a particular historical period. I explore the main points of influence and examine the
critical challenges riot grrrl posed to dominant norms of hetero-feminine girlhood and
masculine entitlements in (sub)cultural life. The second section focuses on the discursive power
struggle over the naming, representation and meaning of riot grrrl between riot grrrl
participants, the music press and British newspapers. Local riot grrrl gangs struggled to
negotiate (sub)cultural activisms across Britain with limited information, resources and
experience. In the third section, I focus in detail upon the spatial, sonic and visual tactics of
power mobilised by riot grrrl (sub)culture in the 1993 UK tour of Huggy Bear and Bikini Kill
and the significance of riot grrrl music participation for the construction of politicised queer girl
communities and localised (sub)cultural activisms. Finally, riot grrrl participants’ accounts of

the decline, continuity and impact of riot grrrl on life trajectories are explored.

In addressing how oral history participants make sense of their past riot grrrl involvement, I
seek to understand how the contemporary context of oral histories interact with the political,
personal and social investments of the speaker’s position, to shape riot grrrl recollections and
silences. I chose to refer to what follows as ‘histories’, to acknowledge the multifaceted
dimensions, indefinite interpretations and decentred authority of any one story, voice or truth
claim. This can be reflected in the use of multiple quotations associated with a crucial historical
incident or practice, and where this is used I have been careful to qualify the source and
temporal position of each speaker, that is, press article, retrospective oral history account,
interview or journal entry. These histories are driven by a desire to document the events, press

articles, recordings and bands that constituted the public character of British riot grrrl; however,
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these histories also seek to engage in the emotional, embodied and contradictory experiences of
occupying and producing riot grrrl spaces, sounds and visions. These are often ambivalent
spaces in which shame, confrontation, hipness, youth liberation, frustration, connection, ecstasy,
confusion, confidence, isolation, violence, hope, revolution and failure intermingle. I have also
recognised the multiple layers of riot grrrl involvement, to include the voices of shy spectators,
riot grrrl and non-riot grrrl music-makers, fanzine writers, DIY organisers, interested journalists

and record label owners.

An important caveat to all research that relies on narratives produced using oral history
methodology concemns the reconstructed nature of recollections of past involvement in music
movements. In popular music studies and rock criticism there is an overwhelming tendency to
reproduce nostalgic and romantic interpretations of past music movements. Within these
histories, oral historical narratives are privileged as authentic accounts, imbued with the
authority to speak about ‘the way things really were’ (McNeil & McCain 1997; Aubrey &
Shearlaw 2005; Moore & Coley 2008). Music history, like history itself, is not static but is
continually reconstructed according to the values and investments of speakers, institutions and
audiences. In music history, mythology, romanticism and nostalgia are useful discursive
mechanisms to justify a particular movement’s or band’s importance within the popular music
imagination. However, in oral history research into women’s histories of activism, the opposite
pattern was found; for instance, women tended to underplay their involvement in textile strike
actions, minimising their involvement as motivated by a social ‘opportunity to go downtown’
(Sangster 1994, p. 18). Furthermore, women’s oral histories were linked to their material
situations; recollections were limited by discursive resources available within particular class,
ethnic and gender positions to describe their strike involvement. Therefore, oral histories
research that attempts to understand a music movement like riot grrrl, which combined music
and activist spheres, means negotiating a balance between the tendencies to evoke discourses of
nostalgia alongside inclinations to undermine politicised intentions and contributions. The oral
history narratives I present here need to be considered not as authentic truthful accounts, but as
reconstructed accounts spoken within a particular point in time by speakers with particular
stakes in the representation of riot grrrl history. The resultant British riot grrrl histories can also
be understood to be an incomplete and partial starting point, hoping to provoke other voices,

memories and stories.
3.1 Riot grrrl participants

As mentioned above, these oral history interviews took place between May 2006 and February
2007, with the exception of my interview with Lucy Thane in June 2008. Sadly, by the time I
was conducting riot grrrl oral histories Andy Roberts had passed away. Andy Roberts was a key

figure in London’s riot grrrl and queer music (sub)culture, most recently as an organiser of




N

112

Hochrime. However, I was fortunate to have known him and include excerpts from a written
interview Cazz Blase carried out with him in 1998 and from his 1993 journal.”* I also carried
out an oral history with Allison Wolfe; email interviews with Kathleen Hanna, Layla Gibbon,
Gary Walker, Paul Cox and Everett True, and included an excerpt from a taped interview with
Andy Brown in 1999.” With the exception of Jon Slade, other members of Huggy Bear,
including Jo Johnson, Niki Eliot and Chris Rawley, left invitations for oral history interviews
unanswered. The majority of individuals who participated in riot grrrl, reflecting the social
construction of whiteness in indie music culture (see Bannister 2006), came from white middle-
class backgrounds; however, this is not to undermine the importance of working-class and non-
white identities of some key protagonists in British riot grrrl culture. The oral history
participants present a more complex array of backgrounds of intersections of class, ‘race’, age,
gender, sexuality and education than previous US-based accounts have suggested. In order to
illustrate the social positions and diverse projects, interests and personalities of the oral history

speakers, I asked each participant to write their own biography, these follow below:

Amelia Fletcher

Interviewed on5 January 2007

Amelia was born in 1966 and was a prolific figure in the UK indie-pop music
scene in the mid to late 1980s as a member of Talulah Gosh, signed to
Bristol’s Sarah Records who disbanded in 1988. Amelia resurfaced in 1990
with Heavenly who were signed to K records in the US and Sarah Records in
the UK and toured with paradigmatic Olympian bands such as Beat Happening
and Bratmobile. Amelia’s brother and Talulah Gosh/Heavenly bandmate
Mathew Fletcher was also the original drummer for Huggy Bear. Amelia was
an early supporter of Huggy Bear and riot grrrl culture on both sides of the
Atlantic. Later bands include Marine Research and Tender Trap. Amelia

22 Andy Robert’s 1993 journal is available online <http://www.linusland.co.uk/Andy93.htm]> [accessed 2
March 2007]

3 Allison Wolfe: co-author of Riot Grrrl and Girl Germs fanzines, member of Bratmobile, Cold Cold
Hearts, Dig Yr Grave, Deep Lust and Hawney Troof, and co-founder of Ladyfest in 2000. Allison
currently lives in New York and is a member of Partyline. Gary Walker: Rough Trade employee, co-ran
Wiiija records and organised gigs in London, now works at Domino Records in New York. Email
interview in June 2008. Layla Gibbon: Member of Skinned Teen, Petty Crime, Modern Reveries and
wrote Dropbabies fanzine, current editor and columnist at Maximum Rock ‘n’ Roll. Email interview in
June 2008. Everett True: Real name Jerry Thackery. Wrote indie-pop fanzines as The Legend, turned to
rock journalism and became assistant editor and a high-profile writer for Melody Maker before founding
and editing independent music magazines Careless Talk Costs Lives and Plan B. Recently emigrated to
Australia. Email interview in July 2008, subsequently published by True on his blog as a seven part series
<http://everetttrue.wordpress.com/2009/06/07/riot-grrrl-1> [accessed on 15 August 2009]. Kathleen
Hanna: Member of Amy Carter, Viva Knieval, Bikini Kill, Suture, Wondertwins, Julie Ruin, The
Troublemakers, The Fakes and Le Tigre, contributed to fanzines Bikini Kill and Riot Grrrl and wrote
April Fools Day and A Day in the Life of Evan Dando, co-ordinated art shows and gallery space in Reko
Muse and Spring Street Gallery, currently at NYU studying art. Email interview January 2008. Paul Cox:
Co-founder of The Sausage Machine gigs at the White Horse in London, set up Too Pure record label,
current ‘Artrocker in Chief® of Artrocker magazine. Email interview June 2008. Andy Brown: a
participant of the UK independent music scene since the 1990s. He has been a member of various bands
including Sawtooth, Michael Dracula, Bricolage and Divorce, and was a co-founder of Catmobile
records. Interviewed in 1999 by Lisa Cupcake and Michal Cupid.
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gained her PhD in Economics from Oxford University and currently works as
the Chief Economist at the Office of Fair Trading. Amelia currently lives in
London with her partner Robert Pursey and her children.

Bidisha
Interviewed on 30 September 2006

Bidisha was born in London in 1978 and started her riot grrrl fanzine Grrrl
Pride and became involved in the London riot grrrl scene when she was just
fourteen. She subsequently went on to write for i-D, Dazed and Confused, and
NME at fifteen and became a columnist for the Big Issue at sixteen and
published her first novel Seahorses at eighteen. Alongside Suzy Corrigan,
Bidisha unsuccessfully attempted to create a UK feminist magazine Gir/
Power. Bidisha has subsequently written for a variety of publications including
The Independent, The Sunday Telegraph and The List. Bidisha attended
Oxford University and the London School of Economics, gaining a BA in
English Literature and MSc in Moral and Political Philosophy and Economic
History. Bidisha published her second novel Too Fast to Live in 2000, and
published a compendium of contemporary fiction, journalism and design
entitled The Stealth Corporation in 2001. Bidisha worked as an arts critic for
BBC London until 2002 contributing to many anthologies and delivering talks
and readings. 2003-2004 saw Bidisha work as a Senior Lecturer in Political
Theory, Journalism and Ethics at The London College. Bidisha currently
works as an arts reviewer and contributor to Radio 4 as well as continuing to
write books.

Charlotte Cooper
Interviewed on 7 August 2006

Charlotte was born in 1968. She’s the daughter of white working class people
who wanted to be middle class, and she’s a big, fat, complicated queer. She
came to feminism as a young teen, developed an ambivalent relationship to it,
and doesn’t know if she's a riot grrrl or not. She lives in East London, not far
from the Olympic zone. She writes stuff, including zines, journalism, websites
and blogs, academic papers, and books. She does stuff too, she works as a
counsellor, she lectures and does workshops and performances, and she’s a fat
liberation activist. Everything is explained at CharlotteCooper.net.

Delia Barnard

Interviewed on 30 September 2006

Delia was born in London and has the grimy brick dust of it running through
her veins. She went to an all girls school and learnt some classical guitar
(wanted to learn electric!), xylophone (wanted to learn drums!) and flute
(wanted to learn oboe!). She joined every choir going a) because she liked it,
b) cos you could get out of detention by going to choir instead. Even though it
was an all girl school at the end of term discos they’d still draft in boys from
nearby schools to be in the school band and only had the girls singing. She was
involved in her first fanzine But That’s Downbeat And Ridiculous, Sharon!
when she was about 16 (which ran for 2 issues and included the first ever My
Bloody Valentine interview, interviews with Half Man Half Biscuit, Rolf
Harris, Bogshed, Wedding Present and many more plus lots of crap cartoons).
She did a year in a losers music course thingy in Holloway where she was told
that she only ‘won’ a place because they ‘didn't have enough girls” - this made
her feel really confident about her musical abilities as you can imagine. She

DN
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used to keep diaries and calendars of all the gigs she went to (about 5 a week
through her teens). She was in various bands that never played or recorded (in
front of people) until she met some girls at a Gallon Drunk gig and they
formed Mambo Taxi (a reference to a film that Delia still hasn’t seen).

Mambo Taxi were involved with the riot grirl scene although they didn’t have

a manifesto (much to the disgust of various other bands, journalists etc) as not -
everyone in the band had the same point of view! Outrageous! Mambo Taxi
released an album In Love with... and the singles Prom Queen, Poems on the
Underground and Do You Always Dress Like That? on Clawfist records before
disbanding in 1994. Other bands since then have included The Phantom
Pregnancies (featuring Seanie from Hard Skin/Wat Tyler and Karen from
Huggy Bear (singing not drumming)), Baby Birkin (featuring Debbie
Headcoatee and Raechel Leigh), The A-lines (all-girl band including Kyra and .
Debbie Headcoatee and Julie Stuck-Up), The Family Way (including too many
people to go into), The Action Time (a girl/boy punk-soul revue band). All the -
aforementioned had albums out. She was also in VA6 (an electro rockabilly
synth guitar band with some of Add N To X and lots more), Punjab Rovers (A
Cornershop/Mambo Taxi collaboration), Manic Cough (an all-girl/3 girl one
boy punker band), The Schla La Las (an all-girl band) all of which had singles
out. Until recently Delia was a regular contributor to indie magazine

Artrocker. Delia has also been involved in dance troupes the Actionettes and
The Panther Girls. She also DJs and writes for various people here and there.
Delia currently lives in London, plays guitar in the Nuns, books bands for the
bi-monthly club night Purr in Bath, and works for a PA listings company.

Erica Smith
Interviewed on 9 August 2006

Erica was born in 1963 and grew up in the North West amidst a punk backdrop
of Buzzcocks, The Fall, Joy Division, Ludus and Penetration before moving
south to study typography and graphic communication at the University of
Reading in 1981-1986. Erica moved to Brighton in 1986 and driven by an
interest in anarcha-feminism, feminism and comic art, started self-publishing
GirlFrenzy using withheld Poll Tax payments in 1990. GirlFrenzy was a space
created ‘by women for people’ for the publication of women’s comic art, book,
fanzine and music reviews, interviews, feature articles and the key resource list
‘Demand the Supply’. Over its lifespan GirlFrenzy ran 6 issues plus a 100
page millennial edition in 1998. Riot grrrl developed in parallel to GirlFrenzy;
riot grrrl ideas, music and fanzines from the US and UK mingled within its
pages. In connection to GirlFrenzy, Erica also organised gigs predominantly
featuring riot grrrl and women-led bands, including Avocado Baby, Heavens
to Betsy, Lianne Hall, SexLoveBusterBaby and Madigan. Erica then moved on
to organise GirlFrenzy spoken word events, highlighting female performers,
culminating in two dates in Blue Stockings and Dumbar in New York in
September 1999. Today Erica lives in Hastings, works as a freelance graphic
designer and continues to be unconventionally politically active by hosting the
occasional band night in her local community.

Jon Slade (a.k.a Knight of the Comet)
Interviewed on 22 October 2006

Jon Slade was born in May 1968 and grew up in South East London. After
leaving school in 1984, with his first few dole cheques, he bought tickets to see
shows by The Redskins, The Fall, The Ramones, Billy Bragg and the Sisters of
Mercy. When that initial DHSS windfall was exhausted he moved on to
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smaller, cheaper shows at places like The Ambulance Station in Old Kent Rd,
the Enterprise in Chalk Farm and Thames Polytechnic in Woolwich where he
saw bands such as The June Brides, Big Flame, Very Things and Sonic Youth,
and it was at these smaller shows that he met the likes of Everett True (then
The Legend!), Amelia & Mathew Fletcher, Emma & Miki (Lush), Chris P
(Silverfish) and a thousand fanzine writers and paisley shirted dreamers. It was
through this scene that he also met the other individuals that would later
become Huggy Bear, a band that he played with from 1991 until early 1994. In
1993 Huggy Bear hooked up with US Riot Grrrl band Bikini Kill for a three
week UK tour that changed everything forever. Huggy Bear split up in
December 1994.

Since Huggy Bear he has played with I’m Being Good, Comet Gain and
Electric Bull, amongst others. Jon Slade wears suits and currently lives in
Brighton. He has never had a proper job.

Karren Ablaze!
Interviewed on 31 May 2006

Karren was raised by wolves in the North of England. Her first fanzine, written
at age 14, was called The Value of Defiance, although she lacked the courage
to publish at the time. She then produced I Hate Punks (1986), Made in
Manchester (1987), Ablaze! (1987 — 1993) and a number of shorter zines.
From 1994 - 1999 she fronted the pop groups Coping Saw, The Bogus Pony
Club (alongside Simon Cain), Wack Cat and Action Central. Since then she
has spent five years living in a Buddhist Centre in the East Yorkshire
countryside. She can now be located in the Hyde Park district of Leeds where

she works as a writer.

Lianne Hall
Interviewed on 31 May 2006

Lianne was born in 1973 to folk-club attending parents in Peterborough,
England. Weeks after moving to Bradford in 1993 Lianne attended the first
Leeds/Bradford riot grrrl meeting and met Sarah Bag, with whom she formed
Witchknot. For six years Witchknot toured the UK and Europe and released an
album and single on Flat Earth Records. During this time Lianne was also
working on solo material and formed an acoustic duo with cellist Bela
Emerson who she met at that first Riot Grrrl meeting. While living in a bus on
a traveller’s site in Bradford, Lianne was interviewed by John Peel for a
channel 4 documentary. From that point on he championed her music,
particularly her ambient electronica project called ‘Pico’. She recorded four
sessions for his Radio 1 show. In 2000 Lianne moved to Brighton and has
since been active in the d.i.y. queer scene there and continues to work on solo
material, self releasing a 7-inch single, cd and album on Bristol’s Local Kid
label. She is currently collaborating with Orbital’s Paul Hartnoll and d_rradio
from Newcastle and running a not-for-profit venue (Westhill) in Brighton.
Lianne is self-employed as an online bookseller and musician.

Liz Naylor

Interviewed on 27 January 2007

Liz Naylor was born in 1962. She discovered music at an early age, first record
owned being a Yogi Bear (cartoon character, not some obscure band) 7” on red
vinyl. She was brought up listening to her sister’s T-Rex, Roxy, Bowie and
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Uriah Heep records. Between the ages of 10-15 she immersed herself in
Jefferson Airplane, Captain Beefheart, Blue Cheer and Lou Reed and just
about anything else she could listen to. As a teenager in Manchester in 1978/9
Liz experienced the exciting music scene first hand through her co-running of
the infamous City Fun fanzine with Cath Carroll. Producing City Fun,
promoting gigs and playing in her band Gay Animals, Liz was closely
involved with all the city’s legendary bands such Joy Division, The Fall, The
Smiths as well as co-managing messy feminist artspurts, Ludus.

Moving down to London in 1985 Liz worked as a press officer for (among
others) New Order, ACR, Danielle Dax, Poison Girls and James. She then
went to work at Blast First as press officer for Sonic Youth, Lydia Lunch,
Butthole Surfers and Big Black. In the early 1990s Liz moved to work with
Kitchens of Distinction and The Sugarcubes at One Little Indian. Disillusioned
with the music industry, Liz moved to Northern Portugal in 1993. Returning to
the UK she was tipped off about the emerging riot grrrl scene. Reading about
Bikini Kill and Huggy Bear she decided to bring Bikini Kill to the UK and
release a shared LP with Huggy Bear on her newly formed Catcall records.
This was followed by an album by pioneer UK queercore band, Sister George.

Business was not, still isn’t, a strong point and Catcall folded after two
(important) releases. Following this Liz worked as a DJ until 1999. Having
been expelled from school, Liz decided it was time to get some education and
after completing an access course studied at Queen Mary, University of
London for a BA and MA. She then went to Birkbeck to work on her PhD at
Birkbeck with academic Esther Leslie. This was abandoned half way through
with the realisation academia held no allure whatsoever. During this period Liz
became involved in training former problematic substance users to work as
drug and alcohol workers. Now working as part of the co operative Inspirit
Training & Development, Liz continues to teach/train. She listens to more
music than ever before. Both new and old.

Lucy Thane
Interviewed on 13 June 2008

Lucy Thane was born in North London in the Summer of Love 1967. She
studied in Norwich and Sheffield and later lived in New York and San
Francisco and currently lives in uber-gentrifying east London. She used to
make Documentaries, most notably It Changed My Life: Bikini Kill & Huggy
Bear in the UK. in 1993, She’s Real, Worse than Queer in 1997 and A4s Is your
Due in 1999. From 1994 to 1998 she worked as a Staff member, Curator and
Editor at Cinema/Gallery/Cultural Hub, Artists Television Access in San
Francisco. From 1998 to 2003 she managed Sidecar Ltd., a Video Access and
Production company in East London, working a lot with Young People
labelled ‘At-Risk’. From 1992 until the current day she helped organise many
mixed-media/live events ‘Shoot the Women First’, ‘Lick and Flicker’,
‘Wallflower Filmmakers association’ and, currently, ‘The Ladies Film and
Hair Club’. In the early noughties she suffered and eventually found a way
through Heartbreak and Burnout by Flamenco Dancing, Living on a Boat and
trying to activate against the greed of her local authority. At the current time
she works mostly as a Video Artist in collaboration with Live performers,
currently working on “There ain’t No Black in the Union Jack’ at Hackney
Empire and ‘Grunts for the Arts’ with Rational Rec and also with SilverSmith
Dance Company. She is studying Ballet and Contemporary Dance and over the
next few years is planning to re-emerge as a “Site-Specific’ ‘Socially Engaged’
‘Live Performer’.

DN
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“You’re so weird’ Lynn BreedLove, 1995

‘You are a very eccentric person Lucy’ Guillermo Gomez-Pena, 2008

Pete Dale (a.k.a. Vitamin P)
Interviewed on 24 September 2006

Pete Dale was born in Aldington, near Ashford, Kent in 1970. He smashed his
fist through a window (still got the scar) and threw a stone through the
windscreen of a passing car around the time of his parents separation and
divorce ¢.1977-8. His father was an HMI of Schools, his mother fantastically
well-read, so most British people would identify him as middle-class because
most British people hate people who read books and think that the twang of a
person’s accent demonstrates their class position (hence the fact that bands-I-
could-name from extraordinarily wealthy backgrounds routinely get described
as working class because they have a Sunderland accent - after all, everybody
knows that they’re all poor up North, right?). Pete grew up with his mum, her
partner and his 3 older brothers in a tiny 3-bedroom house in Wye, near
Ashford, Kent. He got free school meals throughout his years of state
education, which included 5 years