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PREFACE

SHEILA WHITELEY

 

 

 

As a feminist musicologist with strong research interests in issues of identity and subjectivity in popular music, organizing a theme for the 2003 Biennial Conference for the International Association for the Study of Popular Music offered a rare opportunity to wrench queering from the doldrums of generalized gender debates and to foreground current issues—not the least of which are those concerning ethnicity and class. At the same time, the conference provided a special space to revisit Queering the Pitch: The New Lesbian and Gay Musicology,1 to evaluate the significance of the original text and to update the debates with specific reference to popular music discourse.2

I was delighted, then, when Jennifer Rycenga agreed to be coeditor of the present volume, Queering the Popular Pitch. As a contributor to the original Queering the Pitch and a keynote speaker at the conference, her thoughtfulness and zest are evidenced in her contribution to the current volume, both as coeditor and in her chapter “Endless Caresses: Queer Exuberance in Large-Scale Form in Rock.” It was also encouraging that the thirty or so papers presented in the conference’s “Queering the Practice” stream demonstrated a palpable, continuing commitment to issues concerning sexuality and popular music. John Shepherd, for example, singled out Freya Jarman-Ivens’s paper as one of the highlights of the five-day conference in his closing address. Other (of many) exciting moments included Jason Lee Oakes’s paper “Night of a Thousand Stevies,” Vanessa Knights’s paper “Tears and Screams: Performances of Pleasure and Pain in the Bolero,”and Paul Attinello’s paper “Closeness and Distance: Songs about AIDS,” all included in this volume. Small wonder, then, that the conference became the catalyst for Queering the Popular Pitch.

We would especially like to thank Richard Carlin, our editor at Routledge, for his encouragement and unfailing sense of humor—a necessary quality in an editor, and one much appreciated. We also thank Katy Smith and Christian Munoz of Routledge/Taylor & Francis, and Brian Bendlin, the freelance copyeditor of this book.

NOTES

1. Philip Brett, Gary C. Thomas, and Elizabeth Wood, eds., Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (New York: Routledge, 1994).

2.The full transcripts are included in the GLSG Newsletter for the Gay and Lesbian Study Group of the American Musicological Society 14, no. 1, Spring 2004.


INTRODUCTION

The significance of queering to contemporary popular music is reflected in the diversity of chapters contained in this book, which delve into issues concerning race and ethnicity, forgotten histories, the body in music, and the use of popular music in power politics. The chapters also forge alliances among academics and activists, scholars and listeners, with the aim of exploring the ways in which queering has challenged cultural, social, and musical structures, subverting the gendered heterosexual bias in popular music by invoking a different way of listening, a queer sensibility. Popular music, for these authors, is not a neatly squared-off discourse; rather, it can be considered as a social force that constructs heteronormativity and resistant queer sexualities, whether gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, or transgender, and can thus claim to have played a significant, if often ambiguous role, in the shaping of queer identity and queer self-consciousness. In doing so, it has merged queer social relations with queer musical ones, thus demonstrating the transforming significance of musical discourses and the ways in which these are situated in historical time.

While the chapters herein engage with perspectives that date back to the 1930s, Queering the Popular Pitch is not a social history. Rather, it is a collection of essays by eighteen scholars who “read” the queer iconography implicit in a variety of art forms that include film musicals, videos, cabaret, Latin House music, poetry and, in some cases, cultural personae. Not least, the essays reflect the importance of queering to the politics of popular music and the particular “pull” it exerts on both the individual and the collective imagination. This has largely depended on the queer audience being able to discern sympathetic attributes in periods when homosexuality remained for the most part legally and socially proscribed—for example, in prewar Germany, pre-1970s America and the United Kingdom, and pre-1988 Israel.1 By using the term queer—as opposed to lesbian and gay—the authors show how same-sex desire can be foregrounded without designating which sex is desiring/being desired and, as such, a certain fluidity is achieved that refuses gender-based constructions. In short, queer becomes the taboo-breaker.

It is not our intention, here, to discuss the range of ways in which queering has been theorized. As readers are aware, the proliferation of undergraduate and postgraduate courses in queer studies has meant that students and academics often approach the field from one discipline (musicology, ethnomusicology, sociology, anthropology) while integrating insights from other fields and, as such, queer studies often straddle disciplines while breaking down barriers. This is evidenced in the range of articles, books, popular press articles, and websites referenced by our authors. As we are well aware, queering has a long history in cinema, literature, pulp fiction, and theatre. Popular music, in particular, contains both hidden histories and iconoclastic figures that have long attracted devoted audiences who sense something quite different from what the mainstream thinks is being projected. It would be misleading, then, to suggest that the chapters and the topics covered herein would be shaped by a single, inclusive theoretical approach. This, we believe, is this volume’s real strength: it allows for both personal reflection and academic scrutiny of the ways in which sexual meanings are inscribed in different forms of cultural expression, and the ways in which cultural meanings are inscribed in the discourses and practices of popular music.

As such, popular music can be seen as a catalyst for different truths, for different interpretations that have worked to free the queer imaginary. it contributes to a more thoughtful understanding of identity, of “who I am,” and hence the quality and meaning of human relationships, through providing more complex interpretations than the narratives might initially imply.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

Queering the Popular Pitch has four parts. The first part, “Performing Lives, Hidden Histories,” comprises five chapters that explore different contextualizations of gender, generation, community, race, and sexuality. Starting with Judith Halberstam’s “What’s That Smell? Queer Temporalities and Subcultural Lives,” the reader is confronted with the allure of subcultural life for the ladyman, the freak who wants to “rock with the tough girls.” Her tour of dyke subcultures takes in riot dyke punk, drag kings, drag king boy-band parody groups, and slam poets in a groundbreaking chapter that critically evaluates subcultural theory and its failure to address queer subcultures. Notably, Halberstam’s identification of “girl fan cultures, house drag cultures, and gay sex cultures” as lying at “the bottom of the pyramid of subcultures” underpins much of the raison d’être for Queering the Popular Pitch and its highlighting of “Hidden Histories.”

Queer communities are also significant in Rachel Devitt’s chapter, “Girl on Girl: Fat Femmes, Bio-Queens, and Redefining Drag.” Addressing the interdependency of concepts of race and gender within the subversive sexuality of the cabarets, Devitt reflects on “the gender performance battlefield, long ridden with land mines of interpretation, appropriation, and identity.” Her champions include such acts as the Queen Bees and other “girl on girl” drag artists like them who are new to the struggle, and how their entrance on to the field has been met with the requisite name-calling and hazing from the gender police. Like Halberstam, she notes the way in which conventional drag has become commodified and consumed ever more rapidly by the hegemonic mainstream (so as to produce and make realistic such an oxymoron as “conventional drag”), and why it is, in performances such as these, that we can find a new and newly radicalized performative voice in the gender underground. Devitt’s investigation focuses on performers whose music is humorous and/or highly sexualized, and who rely on a particularly racialized image to generate subversion by employing musics that smack of overblown whiteness. This becomes both an acknowledgment and a problematizing of the role that whiteness has played in the construction of gender.

Jason Lee Oakes, in “Queering the Witch: Stevie Nicks and the Forging of Femininity at the Night of a Thousand Stevies,” picks up the theme of performative gender play. Stevie Nicks has become an iconic figure for “dominant women, poets, gay men and lesbians, free-thinking heterosexuals, transvestites and transsexuals, fetish dressers, bisexuals and those who love them”—so the sign at the entrance to the club Jackie 60 claims. The annual Night of a Thousand Stevies (NOTS) has been celebrated in New York for the past thirteen years, with a serial procession of Nicks impersonators performing a single song, well into the morning hours. As Oakes argues, this event attempts to reconcile femininity and feminism—accounting for Stevie Nicks’s contradictory reception. While her witchiness and hyperfemininity may confirm  gender stereotypes for more conservative listeners, from another perspective she serves as a model of female empowerment. The Stevie impersonators take advantage of Nicks’s polysemous perversity, confirming their transgressive desires through multiple readings of her image, and queer “hearings” of her music.

Karen Tongson tackles similar issues, but takes us from the city to the suburbs, in “Tickle Me Emo: Lesbian Balladeering, Straight-Boy Emo, and the Politics of Affect.” Tongson sees a vital connection between earnest lesbian music and emotional (emo), hetero, male, lowfi punk, largely through the latter’s reliance on “emotionally raw incarnations of arrested development in [the] peripheral spaces” of American suburbia. In doing so, she explores modes of queer life and culture that are practiced beyond the parameters of gay urban ghettos, critiquing the typical “hardcore” male punk genealogy for emo to show how the call for emotional “authenticity” and political expressivity harkens back to the tenets of second-wave feminism.

Musical strategies for revealing and concealing gender and sexual identities are the concern of Anno Mungen’s chapter “‘Anders als die Anderen,’ or, Queering the Song: Construction and Representation of Homosexuality in German Cabaret Song Recordings before 1933.” This crucial time period, just before the rise of the Nazis, saw the growth of a queer culture in Germany. Being “different” was a condition that was mostly hidden, yet recorded songs show that the cabaret and its music reveal a performative gay (sub)culture. Three approaches are distinguished: queering by “dragging” the song—performing words originally meant for the opposite sex, thus indicating a sexual identity as anders (other), or gay; using certain vocal mannerisms such as a feminization of expression, shifting the emphasis from straight to gay; and through shared allusions in a song’s content, as in the line, Wir sind nun einmal anders als die anderen (We are in fact other than the others).

The second part of the book, “Queering Boundaries,” queers the oft-neglected histories of Latino and Israeli musics, starting with “Tears and Screams: Performances of Pleasure and Pain in the Bolero,” in which Vanessa Knights explores the “suffering divas” and how specific features of the bolero genre allow for homoerotic readings. As she persuasively argues, audience identification creates a sense of belonging through an affective investment in the indeterminacy of the lyrics, the focus of the listener on the sensual singing voice, and the development of a style known as “feeling” that privileges the grain of the voice and dramatic performative strategies.

The sense of lyric indeterminacy identified by Knights emerges again in Gilad Padva’s chapter “Hey Man, You’re My Girlfriend! Poetic Genderfuck and Queer Hebrew in Eran Zur’s Performance of Yona Wallach’s lyrics,” which takes queering into Israeli territory and the problems inherent in a gender-identified language. With the focus on queer identity, Padva’s discussion invites the reader to move to an alternative space, another delight, an “other” sex, providing a paradigmatic example of genderfuck in Zur’s (male) performance of Wallach’s (female) poems.

Mario Rey analyzes the career and sexual presentation of the Cuban singer Albita Rodríguez. The tensions between her transgressive declarations and the social conservatism of the Cuban exile community are studied in Rey’s chapter “Albita Rodríguez: Sexuality, Imaging, and Gender Construction in the Music of Exile.” He addresses the reception of Albita Rodríguez among disempowered Cuban groups, including young gay Cuban Americans, and her transcendence from lesbian iconicity to a broader symbol of exile subculture, expressing communal solidarity and nostalgia for prerevolutionary Cuba.

“Su Casa Es Mi Casa: Latin House, Sexuality, Place” explores the concept of “multidenties” and the cross-fertilization between House and Latin musics. Here Stephen Amico examines the ways in which the relationship of the homosexual to the “hometown” (“the site of one’s introduction into one’s initial culture”) is fraught with complications. As hometown is a site of both humiliations and erasure, of an internally perceived or externally proscribed inability to become part of the social fabric, it has engendered a mass exodus to such major urban centers as New York City, a phenomenon he terms a “reverse diaspora,” achieved through shared musical experiences.

The book’s third part, “Too Close for Comfort,” deals with musicians and musical moments that seem open to homoeroticism, yet also pull back from fully embracing the nonnormative. Sarah Kerton takes up the controversy surrounding the duo Tatu’s dissemination by the media in “Too Much, Tatu Young: Queering Politics in the World of Tatu.” Her analysis explores their debut album 200km/h in the Wrong Lane and subsequent singles, and demonstrates how the press neutralized political agency by a reconstruction of the band through the constrictions of the male gaze. She also suggests that Tatu’s refusal to confirm or deny their sexuality constitutes a queering of both the heteronormative values of the mainstream press, and the “homonormative” values perpetuated by the “majority minority” within the queer press.

Another celebrity’s dance around sexual identity forms the topic of Emma Mayhew’s chapter “‘I Am Not in a Box of Any Description’: Sinéad O’Connor’s Queer Outing.” O’Connor’s claim to lesbian identity, and her later renegotiation of such a claim, provides an important case  study in queering. Arguing that O’Connor’s “general queerness” has been evident from the beginning of her career, Mayhew explores how O’Connor’s “self-outing” highlights the problem of representing a fluid and changing sexual identity.

Jeffrey Callen’s chapter “Gender Crossings: A Neglected History in African American Music” revisits an almost two-decades-long revue, the Dukes of Rhythm, which features a female impersonator, Jean LaRue. As Callen observes, while everyone knew about female impersonators, the valorized history of African American popular music is largely silent on “the contributions of those who fell outside of, or refused to recognize, the gender boundaries.”

A similar valorization of masculinity would make rap appear quite distant from the project of queering, but Freya Jarman-Ivens suggests that the masculinity of the genre elicits an intense homosociality, stresses linguistic skill, and otherwise makes for a presentation of masculinity that is not “straightforward and unproblematic.” In her chapter “Queering Masculinities in Heterosexist Rap Music,” Jarman-Ivens notes how Eminem’s obsession with gay sex and his rhetorical strategies of self-abnegation imply that, perhaps, the projection of heteromasculinity by rappers is so overdone as to be self-parodic, and even in some cases to be functioning as a ruse.

Paul Attinello examines the phenomenon of songs about AIDS that are so oblique about the topic as to almost go unnoticed. In his chapter “Closeness and Distance: Songs about AIDS,” Attinello examines songs by Tori Amos and James Taylor, and speculates that sympathy made gay men more acceptable to homophobic performers and audiences.

The fourth and final part of this volume, “Glamorous Excess,” considers how the principle of queering can be theoretically supple in many situations. Jennifer Rycenga’s “Endless Caresses: Queer Exuberance in Large-Scale Form in Rock” suggests that the hostility to musical experimentation in rock music stems from a masculinist normativity in formal matters. Drawing on two albums that have been more often derided than applauded—Yes’s Tales from Topographic Oceans and PJ Harvey’s Is This Desire?—she shows how large-scale forms, rather than being mere abstractions, instead can serve as a road into the immediacy of the music.

Sheila Whiteley explores “Popular Music and the Dynamics of Desire” through a conceptual framework based on (queering) fantasy. The ability to inhabit an imagined scenario that, in turn, produces what we understand as sexuality, signals both what is denied and what we would like to experience. Focusing on the 1970s and the paradox of legality (the passing of the U. K.’s Homosexual Reform Act, 1967) and  persecution (exemplified in the Jeremy Thorpe affair) she explores three linked case studies—those of Freddie Mercury, Patti Smith, and Rob Halford.

“Trans Glam: Gender Magic in the Film Musical” explores the potential diversity of audience response to film glamour, and its queer associations. Here Lloyd Whitesell adjusts the filmic focus from the gaze to the ear; from sex to gender; and from object to affect. Focusing on classical Hollywood from the 1930s to the 1950s Whitesell establishes codes of glamour in mainstream films of the period. He then moves to three subcultural films of the last ten years in which glam reemerges: The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert; Velvet Goldmine; and Hedwig and the Angry Inch, noting how the films revisit and revise conventions of gender enhancement through queer consumption of mainstream images.

The collection concludes with Stan Hawkins’s meditation “On Male Queering in Mainstream Pop.” Hawkins considers how some male pop stars use queer clich? and innovative regendering in visual representations, commenting that the stars’ “degree of acceptance is predicated on them signifying queer rather than ‘being queer.’” Reflecting upon the spectacle of queering and the pursuit of pleasure, Hawkins focuses on the example of Justin Timberlake to leave us with questions for each reader’s own speculations: “to what extent does the mainstream pop artist challenge the prejudices of homophobia by constructing his own unique homoerotic appeal?”

NOTE

1. (Male) homosexual acts were not legally sanctioned in Israel until 1988 (they were legally sanctioned by the British Mandate in Palestine, prior to the establishment of the State of Israel, in 1948). The age of consent is now 16 years old for hetero- and homosexuals (both lesbians and gays).


PART 1

Performing Lives, Hidden Histories


1

WHAT’S THAT SMELL?

Queer Temporalities and Subcultural Lives

JUDITH HALBERSTAM

QUEER TEMPORALITY

This chapter tracks the evolution and persistence of queer subcultural life and is drawn from a book-length study of the explosion of queer urban subcultures in the last decade in which my larger purpose is to examine how many queer communities experience and spend time in ways that are very different from their heterosexual counterparts. Queer uses of time and space develop in opposition to the institutions of family, heterosexuality, and reproduction, and queer subcultures develop as alternatives to kinship-based notions of community. In my work on subcultures I explore the stretched-out adolescences of queer culture makers and I posit an “epistemology of youth” that disrupts conventional accounts of subculture, youth culture, adulthood, race, class, and maturity.1 While I do not wish to posit a complete or absolute opposition between the projects of subcultural involvement and reproduction, this chapter does produce a polemic within which subcultural lives are the radical alternative to gay and lesbian families. Queer kinship itself has a complex relation to reproduction, cultural production, and assimilation, and I do not mean to write off the possibility of resistant models of reproductive kinship; however, my emphasis on subcultural involvement is staged as an alternative life narrative. Queer subcultures produce alternative temporalities, I will argue, by allowing their participants to believe that their futures can be imagined according to logics that lie outside of the conventional forward-moving narratives of birth, marriage, reproduction, and death.

An essay by Judith Butler in a volume dedicated to the work of Stuart Hall tackles the question of what kinds of agency can be read into forms of activity that tend to be associated with style. She asks, “[H]ow do we read the agency of the subject when its demand for cultural and psychic and political survival makes itself known as style?”2 And, building on the work by Hall and others in the classic volume on subcultures Resistance through Rituals, Butler puts the concept of “ritual” into motion as a practice that can either reinforce or disrupt cultural norms. Liminal subjects—those who are excluded from “the norms that govern the recognizability of the human”—are sacrificed to maintain coherence within the category of the human, and for them, style is both the sign of their exclusion and the mode by which they survive nonetheless. The power of Butler’s work, here and elsewhere, lies in her ability to show how much has been excluded, rejected, abjected in the formation of human community and what toll those exclusions take upon particular subjects.

Punk has always been the stylized and ritualized language of the rejected, the perverse, and the willfully artifical; as Poly Styrene of Xray Spex sings, “I am a poseur and I don’t care!” Queer punk has surfaced in recent years as a potent critique of hetero- and homonormativity. Dyke punk in particular, by bands like Tribe 8 and The Haggard, inspires a reconsideration of the topic of subcultures in relation to queer cultural production and in opposition to notions of gay community. Subcultures provide a vital critique of the seemingly organic nature of “community,” and they make visible the forms of unbelonging and disconnection that are necessary to the creation of community. At a time when “gay and lesbian community” is used as a rallying cry for fairly conservative social projects aimed at assimilating gays and lesbians into the mainstream of the life of the nation and family, queer subcultures preserve the critique of heteronormativity that was always implicit in queer life. Community, generally speaking, is the term used to describe seemingly natural forms of congregation. As Sarah Thornton comments in her introduction to The Subcultures Reader, “Community tends to suggest a more permanent population, often aligned to a neighborhood, of which family is the key constituent part. Kinship would seem to be one of the main building blocks of community.”3 Subcultures, however, suggest transient, extrafamilial and oppositional modes of affiliation. The idea of community, writes Jean-Luc Nancy, emerges out of the Christian ritual of communion and expresses a sense of something that we once had that has now been lost, a connection that once was organic and life-giving that now is moribund and redundant. Nancy calls this the “lost community” and expresses suspicion about this “belated invention.” He writes, “What this community has ‘lost’—the immanence and the intimacy of a communion—is lost only in the sense that such a ‘loss’ is constitutive of ‘community’ itself.”4 Given, then, that quests for community are always nostalgic attempts to return to some fantasized moment of union and unity, the conservative embrace of “community” in all kinds of political projects is unmasked; this makes the reconsideration of subcultures all the more urgent.

THE BALLAD OF A LADYMAN

Sleater-Kinney’s anthem “Ballad of a Ladyman” describes the allure of subcultural life for the ladyman, the freak who wants to “rock with the tough girls.” The band layers Corin Tucker’s shrill but tuneful vocals over the discordant and forceful guitar playing of Carrie Brownstein and the hard rhythm of Janet Weiss’s percussion. This is a beat that takes no prisoners and makes no concessions to the “boys who are fearful of getting an earful.” And while Sleater-Kinney are most often folded into histories of the “riot grrrl” phenomenon and girl punk, they must also be placed within a new wave of dyke subcultures. When taken separately, riot dyke bands, drag kings, and queer slam poets all seem to represent a queer edge in a larger cultural phenomenon. When considered together, they add up to a fierce and lively queer subculture that needs to be reckoned with on its own terms. This chapter tracks the significant differences between the ladymen who rock and roll and drag up and slam their way toward new queer futures and the punk rockers of an earlier generation of subcultural activity. My tour of dyke subcultures takes in riot dyke punk by bands like Sleater-Kinney, The Butchies, Le Tigre, Tribe 8, The Haggard, and Bitch and Animal; drag kings like Dred and drag king boy-band parody group Backdoor Boys; and slam poets like Alix Olson and StaceyAnn Chin. Queer subcultures are related to old school subcultures like punk, but they also carve out new territory for a consideration of the overlap of gender, generation, class, race, community, and sexuality in relation to minority cultural production.

I have long been interested in and part of various subcultural groups. As a young person I remember well the experience of finding punk rock in the middle of a typically horrible grammar school experience in England in the 1970s. I plunged into punk rock music, clothing, and rebellion precisely because it gave me a language with which to reject not only the high cultural texts in the classroom but also the homophobia and sexism outside it. I tried singing in a punk band called Penny Black and the Stamps for a brief two-week period, thinking that my utter lack of musical ability would serve me well finally. But, alas, even punk divas scream in key and my rebel yells were not mellifluous enough to launch my singing career. Instead of singing, I collected records, went to shows, dyed my hair, and fashioned outfits from safety pins and bondage pants. And so I learned at an early age that even if you cannot be in the band, participation at multiple levels is what subculture offers. I found myself reminiscing over my punk past when I began researching drag king cultures for a collaborative project with photographer Del LaGrace Volcano. Through my new subcultural involvement I began to see some specific features of queer subculture as opposed to a larger historical subculture like punk rock.

After finishing my drag king book in 1999, I received calls every few months from TV stations wanting me to put them in touch with drag kings for talk shows and news shows. Most of these shows would invite the kings on to parade around with some drag queens in front of a studio audience. At the end of the show, the audience would vote on whether each king or queen was really a man orreally a woman. A few of the kings managed to circumvent the either/or format and offer up a more complex gendered self; and so, Black drag king Dred took off her moustache to reveal a “woman’s” face but then took off her wig to reveal a bald pate. The audience was confused and horrified by the spectacle of indeterminacy. Josh Gamson, in Freaks Talk Back, has written about the potential for talk shows to allow the “crazies” and “queers” to talk back, but most of the time when drag kings appeared in mass public venues, the host did all the talking.5 Drag kings also made an appearance in HBO’s Sex and the City and on MTV’s True Life. On every occasion that drag kings appeared on “straight” TV they were deployed as an entertaining backdrop against which heterosexual desire was showcased and celebrated. As someone who has tirelessly promoted drag kings, as individual performers and as a subculture, I found the whole process of watching the mass culture’s flirtation with drag kings depressing and disheartening; but it did clarify for me what my stakes might be in promoting them: after watching drag kings try to go prime time, I remain committed to archiving and celebrating and analyzing queer subcultures before they are dismissed by mass culture or before they simply disappear from lack of exposure or what we might call “subcultural fatigue”—namely, the phenomenon of burnout among subcultural producers.

As the talk show phenomenon vividly illustrates, mainstream culture within postmodernism should be defined as the process by which subcultures are both recognized and absorbed, mostly for the profit of large media conglomerates. In other words, when TV stations show an interest in a dyke subculture like drag kings, this is cause for both celebration and concern: on the one hand, the mainstream recognition and acknowledgment of a subculture has the potential to alter the contours of dominant culture (think here of the small inroads into popular notions of sex, gender, and race made by the regular presence of Black drag queen RuPaul on cable TV); but, on the other hand, most of the interest directed by mainstream media at subcultures is voyeuristic and predatory. The subculture might appear on TV eventually as an illustration of the strange and perverse, or else it will be summarily robbed of its salient features and subcultural form: drag, for example, will be lifted without its subcultural producers, drag queens or kings. In an essay that tracks the results of precisely this process, Marco Becquer and Jose Gatti examine the contradictory effects of the sudden visibility of Harlem drag balls and their drag practices. In their analysis of the co-optation of gay vogueing by Madonna’s hit single “Vogue” and by Jennie Livingston’s acclaimed independent film Paris Is Burning, Becquer and Gatti show how the counterhegemonic knowledge articulated in vogueing meets with “the violence of the universal.” Becquer and Gatti write of Madonna’s video and Livingston’s film, “Both partake in the production of newness, a process which purports to keep us up-to-date as it continually adds on novelties to a relational system that absorbs them; both contain vogueing beneath the pluralist umbrella of hipness.”6 And so, while the queens in Paris Is Burning expressed a desire for precisely the kind of fame and fortune that did eventually accrue to vogueing, the fame went to director Jennie Livingston and the fortune went to Madonna. The subculture itself, the gay Black and Puerto Rican children of the houses of Chanel, Extravaganza, and LaBeija, disappeared back into the world of sex work, HIV, and queer glamour, and within five years of the release ofParis Is Burning, five of the queens in the film were dead.7

The mainstream absorption of vogueing highlights the uneven exchange between dominant culture scavengers and subcultural artists: subcultural artists often seek out mainstream attention for their performances and productions in the hopes of gaining financial assistance for future endeavors. Subcultural activity is, of course, rarely profitable, and always costly for the producers, and it can be very short-lived without the necessary cash infusions (in the words of Sleater-Kinney, “This music gig doesn’t pay that good, but the fans are alright”). Some subcul- tural producers turn the subculture itself into a source of revenue and, as Angela McRobbie comments, “Subcultures are often ways of creating job opportunities as more traditional careers disappear.”8 So while the subcultural producers hope for cash and a little exposure, the dominant culture scavengers are usually looking for a story and hoping for that brush with the “new” and the “hip” described so well by Becquer and Gatti. In my experiences working with drag kings, however, I found that while big media reached their “hipness quota” quickly with the addition of a few well-placed drag kings, in return, they almost never paid for drag king services; when they did pay, it was always a pittance. Obviously the payback for the subcultural participants cannot come in the form of material benefits; what seems more useful, then, in this exchange between mainstream attention and subcultural product, would be to use the encounter to force some kind of recognition upon audiences that what is appealing about mainstream culture may very well come from subcultures that they do not even know exist or that they have repudiated.

As George Lipsitz’s work has shown in relation to ethnic minority cultures, cultural producers often function as organic intellectuals, in a Gramscian sense; as such, minority artists can produce what Lipsitz terms “a historical bloc” or a coalition of oppositional groups united around counterhegemonic ideas.9 While in Antonio Gramsci’s formulation, the organic intellectual undermines the role of the traditional intellectual who serves to legitimize and authorize elite political interests, in subcultures where academics might labor side by side with artists, the “historical bloc” can easily describe an alliance between the minority academic and the minority subcultural producer. Where such alliances exist, academics can play a big role in the construction of queer archives and queer memory, and, furthermore, queer academics can (and some should) participate in the ongoing project of recoding queer culture, interpreting it, and circulating a sense of its multiplicity and sophistication. 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 otherwise merely gets absorbed into or claimed by mainstream media.

SUBCULTURES: THE QUEER DANCE MIX

Subcultures have been an important object of study for sociology and cultural studies since the 1920s. In about the 1980s, however, work on subcultures seemed to fall out of favor as scholars began to doubt the utility of the term itself and the descriptive potential of the binary opposition between subculture and dominant culture. While early work on subcultures from the Chicago school assumed a relationship between subcultures and deviance or delinquency, later work from the Birmingham University Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies characterized subcultures as class-specific “youth formations.”10 One of the most influential texts on the subject, Subcultures: The Meaning of Style by Dick Hebdige, reads subcultures in terms of the way they challenged hegemony through style rather than simply through overt ideological articulations; Hebdige characterizes the recuperation of subcultural disorder in terms of either an economic conversion of the signs and symbols of the subculture into mass culture commodities or an ideological conversion of the subcultural participant into either complete otherness or complete spectacle.11 Hebdige’s work has been both widely celebrated and widely critiqued in the two decades since its original publication and obviously it cannot be applied in any simple way to contemporary subcultural scenes. And yet, it remains an important text for thinking about how to move beyond the contextualization of subcultures in terms of relations between youth and parent cultures and for its formulations of style and historicity.

Almost all of the early work on subcultures, including Hebdige’s, has presumed the dominance of the male gender in subcultural activity and has studied youth groups as the liveliest producers of new cultural styles. The subcultures that I want to examine here are neither male nor necessarily young and they are less likely to be co-opted or absorbed back into dominant culture because they were never offered membership in dominant groups in the first place. Queer lesbian subcultures have rarely been discussed in the existing literature, and they offer today a new area of study for queer scholarship as well as exciting opportunities for collaborations between queer cultural producers and queer academics.

One of the reasons that theorists tend to look to subcultures for political mobilization has to do with the conflation of subculture and youth culture. In his essay “Posing … Threats, Striking … Poses: Youth, Surveillance, and Display,” Hebdige, for example, understands youth subcultures to register a dissatisfaction and alienation from the parent culture, which is both “a declaration of independence … and a confirmation of the fact of Powerlessness.”12 Even though this reading provides us with a better understanding of how political protest might be registered in a youth subculture, it remains trapped in the oedipal framework that pits the subculture against parent culture.

Queer subcultures, unlike the male-dominated youth cultures that Dick Hebdige, Stuart Hall, and other members of the Birmingham school have written about, are not located in any easy relation to so-called parent cultures: much of the Birmingham school work on subcultures indeed (and this is partly why it fell out of favor in the early 1990s) presumed an oedipalized structure within which rebel youths reject the world of their parents and create a netherworld within which to reshape and reform the legacies of an older generation. Economic, political, and social conflicts may be resolved in subcultural arenas, a ccording to these arguments, without really effecting any grand changes at the level of superstructure. Of course, such a theory of subcultures has long since been replaced by more nuanced understandings of the relations among class, youth, and mass media; indeed, in an essay on youth cultures, “Different, Youthful, Subjectivities: Towards a Cultural Sociology of Youth,” Angela McRobbie comments, “There is certainly no longer a case to be made for the traditional argument that youth culture is produced somehow in conditions of working-class purity, and that such expressions are authentic and in the first instance at least uncontaminat- ed by an avaricious commercial culture.”13 Yet while McRobbie goes on to rethink the relations between white youth and youth of color and the meaning of femininity in postmodern youth cultures, she still presumes a heterosexual framework. Queer subcultures illustrate vividly the limits of subcultural theories that omit consideration of sexuality and sexual styles: queer subcultures obviously cannot be placed only in relation to a parent culture. They tend to form in relation to place as much as in relation to a genre of cultural expression and, ultimately, they oppose not only the hegemony of dominant culture but also the mainstreaming of gay and lesbian culture. As Michael du Plessis and Kathleen Chapman report in an article about “queercore,” for example, “queercore and homocore not only signaled their allegiances to post-punk subculture, but also positioned themselves as … distinct from lesbian and gay.”14Furthermore, queer subcultures are not simply spin-offs from some distinct youth culture like punk; as we will see in relation to riot dykes, queer music subcultures may be as likely to draw upon women’s music from the 1970s and early 1980s as from British punk circa 1977.

We need to alter our understandings of subcultures in several important ways in order to address the specificities of queer subcultures and queer subcultural sites. First, we need to rethink the relation between theorist and subcultural participant, recognizing that for many queers, the boundary between theorist and cultural producer might be slight or at least permeable. Second, most subcultural theories are created to describe and account for male heterosexual adolescent activity and they are adjusted only when female heterosexual adolescent activity comes into focus. New queer subcultural theory will have to account for nonheterosexual, non-exclusively male, nonwhite, and adolescent subcultural production in all its specificity. Third, we need to theorize the concept of the archive and consider new models of queer memory and queer history capable of recording and tracing subterranean scenes, fly-by-night clubs, and fleeting trends; we need, in Jose Munoz’s words, “an archive of the ephemeral.”15 Finally, queer subcultures offer us an opportunity to redefine the binary of adolescence and adulthood that structures so many inquiries into subcultures. Precisely because many queers refuse and resist the heteronormative imperative of home and family, they also prolong the periods of their life devoted to subcultural participation. This challenge to the notion of the subculture as a youth formation could on the one hand expand the definition of subculture beyond its most banal significations of youth in crisis and on the other hand challenge our notion of adulthood as reproductive maturity. I want to now consider each one of these features of queer subcultural production in relation to specific lesbian subcultures.

QUEER SPACE/QUEER TIME

“Hot Topic”: the Death of the Expert

First, let us consider the relations between subcultural producers and queer cultural theorists. Queer subcultures encourage blurred boundaries between archivists and producers, which is not to say that this is the only subcultural space within which the theorist and the cultural worker may be the same people.16 Minority subcultures in general tend to be documented by former or current members of the subculture rather than by “adult” experts. Nonetheless, queer subcultures in particular are often marked by this lack of distinction between the archivist and the cultural worker; a good example of this blurring between producer and analyst would be Dr. Vaginal Creme Davis, a drag queen who enacts, documents, and theorizes an array of drag characters. Another would be Juanita Mohammed, Mother of the House of Mashood, a women’s drag house in Manhattan. Mohammed keeps a history of the participation of women of color in the drag cultures even as she recruits new “children” to the House of Mashood. Mohammed also goes one step further and makes herself central to AIDS activism in relation to queers of color.

The queer archivist or theorist and the cultural workers may also coexist in the same friendship networks, and they may function as coconspirators: a good example of this relation would be academic Tammy Rae Carland, who runs an independent record label, Mr. Lady, manages dyke punk band The Butchies, and teaches at the University of North Carolina. Finally, the academic and the cultural producer may see themselves in a complementary relationship. Le Tigre, for example, a riot dyke band, have a song called ”Hot Topic“ in which they name the women, academics, filmmakers, musicians, and producers who have inspired them and whom they want to inspire. They sing:


Carol Rama and Eleanor Antin

Yoko Ono and Carole Schneeman

You‘re getting old, that’s what they’ll say, but

I don‘t give a damn, I’m listening anyway.



More typically, cultural theorists have looked to groups of which they are not necessarily a part, most often youth subcultures, for an encapsulated expression of the experiences of a subordinated class. The youth subculture then becomes the raw material for a developed theory of cultural resistance or the semiotics of style or some other discourse that now leaves the subculture behind. For a new generation of queer theorists, a generation moving on from the split between densely theoretical queer theory in a psychoanalytic mode on the one hand and strictly ethnographic queer research on the other, new queer cultural studies feed off of and back into subcultural production. The academic might be the archivist or a coarchivist or she might be a full-fledged participant in the subcultural scene that he or she writes about. But only rarely does the queer theorist stand wholly apart from the subculture examining it with an expert’s gaze.

Wildcat Woman: Lesbian Punk and Slam Poetry

Second, queer subcultural theory should begin with those communities that never seem to surface in the commentaries on subcultures in general—namely, lesbian subcultures and subcultures of color. Cultural theory has created a hierarchy of subcultures that places English punk near the top and then arranges mods, rockers, metalheads, club kids, DJ culture, ravers, and rappers in some sort of descending order of importance. At the bottom of the pyramid of subcultures we will find girl fan cultures, house drag cultures, and gay sex cultures. Lesbian subcultures almost never appear at all: and so, even in the documentation on balls and drag cultures, women’s involvement and relation to drag have been left out of theoretical accounts and subcultural histories. Recording the presence of lesbian subcultures can make a huge difference to the kinds of subcultural histories that get written, whether it is a history of drag that only focuses on gay men, a history of punk that only focuses on white boys, or a history of girl cultures that only focuses on heterosexual girls.

To give one example of the difference an awareness of lesbian subcultures can make, we can turn to early work in the 1970s on the participation of girls in punk subcultures. Theorists like Angela McRobbie, Jennie Garber, and others talked about the invisibility of female subcultures and the tendency of girls to participate in coed subcultures only as girlfriends or groupies. McRobbie and Garber concluded, “Girls‘ subcultures may have become invisible because the very term ’subculture’ has acquired such strong masculine overtones.”17 In their essay, and even in more recent work on girls and subcultures, there tends to be little recognition that some girls, usually queer girls, may in fact involve themselves in subcultures precisely because of the “strong masculine overtones” associated with the activity. And so, a young queer girl interested in punk will not be put off by the masculinity of the subculture—she may as easily be seduced by it. In another essay written some twelve years later and collected in her book Feminism and Youth Culture, however, McRobbie articulates precisely the failed promise of subcultural membership for young girls: “Whereas men who ‘play around’ with femininity are nowadays credited with some degree of power to choose, gender experimentation, sexual ambiguity and homosexuality among girls are viewed differently.” She then concludes that “the possibility of escaping oppressive aspects of adolescent heterosexuality in a youth culture … remains more or less unavailable to girls.”18 It is not until the 1990s that girls begin to find in subcultural life an escape hatch from heteronorma- tivity and its regulations.

The work of Angela McRobbie over the years has served as a critique of the masculinism of early pronouncements on subcultures; but more than this, McRobbie has returned insistently to the topic of youth cultures and gender, race, and class. Indeed, McRobbie’s opus by now stands as a rich, deep, and important theoretical archive on oppositional forms of culture making. In her collection of essays Postmodernism and Popular Culture, McRobbie models a form of intellectual practice that she calls “feminist postmodernism” and that allows her to “confront questions which otherwise remain unasked.” In the process of engaging these otherwise unasked questions, she suggests, “we also find our academic practice and our politics undergoing some degree of transformation and change.”19 McRobbie’s willingness to track the transformations in her own body of work and to trace changes in her own thinking about key topics provides an excellent model for cultural theory in an ever evolving and shifting field. In one key chapter, “Shut Up and Dance,” McRobbie returns to the topic of femininity and subcultures and considers her position now as the mother of a daughter who attends raves. Commenting that we need to reorient our analyses of youth culture given “shifts in gender relations” in the last decade, McRobbie examines the impact of feminism upon both mass media representations of femininity and gender norms circulated by and among young girls. She concludes that girls are now operating with more flexible gender norms and that “femininity is no longer the ‘other’ of feminism.”20

McRobbie does not go on to study the punk femininities within dyke cultures, but if she did she would find a fabulous array of feminist and queer femme performances. Guitarists like Leslie Mah of Tribe 8 and vocalists like Kathleen Hanna of Le Tigre and Beth Ditto of The Gossip all articulate the explosive potential of a queer femininity that served as an undercurrent to much of the Riot Grrrl feminism and which is readable as radical style in queer punk. The recent explosion of dyke punk bands like Bitch and Animal, The Butchies, Le Tigre, The Need, The Haggard, and Tribe 8 also challenges the conventional understandings of punk as male-dominated and of queercore as a largely gay male phenomenon. This explosion also makes visible the queerness that energized the riot grrrl movement even as it was assiduously ignored by mainstream media. The hardcore styles of many of these bands remind us that punk in general, contrary to the usual accounts of the subculture, has always been a place for young girls to remake their genders. In her excellent book on women in punk, Pretty in Punk: Girls‘ Gender Resistance in a Boys’ Subculture, Lauraine Leblanc tracks the relationship of girls to punk rock; while some girls involved themselves in the scene through their boyfriends, LeBlanc argues that some of the really tough girls involved in punk had to become “virtual boys” in order to earn the respect of their male counterparts. While the subculture remains resolutely heterosexual in form, Leblanc found that punk offered girls “strategies of resistance to gender norms.”21

Lesbian punks are pretty much absent from Leblanc’s otherwise excellent and thorough ethnographic study of punk girls; and this may have had as much to do with when she conducted her research as it has to do with the reluctance of the girls she studied to identify as queer. For as the wave of the riot grrrl crested and began to recede in the mid-1990s, many of the most interesting bands left standing were queer, female, and loud. Some of these bands, like Sleater-Kinney, retooled femininity and made punk femininity unreliable as a marker of heterosexuality. Sleater- Kinney modeled new femininities at the level of musical performance as much as at the level of style. For example, the band layers two very distinctive guitars over the drums, but they omit bass guitar. The bass can be read here as a “masculine” instrument in terms of its production of noise in the lower registers, but it can also be read as a stereotypically “female” instrument given that many women in rock bands have been relegated to the role of bass player because lead guitarist was presumed to be a male role.22 By using two guitars, Sleater-Kinney both undercut the notion of the “lead” and refuse the conventional arrangement of bass, guitar, and drums. Other bands, like The Haggard, a hard-core band from Portland, Oregon, produce a gender-bending sound by combining drum and guitar noise with a butch voice overlay. The singer, Emily, produces a guttural roar that is neither a male voice nor a female voice, and she spews her lyrics in an indecipherable growl. This butch voice shows no concern for intelligibility or virtuosity but it produces a raw and original sound while redefining the meaning of voice, singing, and lyric.

Just as the recognition of lesbian involvement in punk subcultures changes the way we understand both the punk phenomenon and the recent riot dyke music trend, so lesbian involvement in slam poetry forces commentators to rethink universalizing narratives about youth cultures. While slam poetry is a nationwide phenomenon, the emergence of highly talented lesbian slam poets has changed the nature of the slam event. Two performers in particular have garnered mainstream and local attention: white lesbian Alix Olson and Jamaican born StaceyAnn Chin. Olson was a member of the Nuyorican Slam Team that won the national championship in 1998. She was also the slam champion at the 1999 OutWrite writers‘ conference after a long and thrilling “slam off” between herself and Chin. Slam poetry is a form of competitive poetry in which poets perform three-minute poems for a panel of judges chosen from the audience; the judges rate the poems on a scale of 1 to 10, and the slammers move through preliminary rounds until they face off in the finals. This necessitates each poet often memorizing and performing up to ten poems a night. As popularized by the film Slam, the slam poetry contest can easily degenerate into a macho contest of speed and fury; but it is also an off-shoot of rap in terms of its rhythm and combination of spoken word with a beat. Slams therefore do attract poets of color in large numbers. Slam poetry appeals to queer youth and queer youth of color because of the very obvious connections to rap; in places like Oakland, California, spoken-word groups of color have been at the center of queer youth activity. Recently, queer poets of color like Sri Lankan slam poet D‘Lo and the Jamaican Chin have made the slam a forum for very different messages about love, race, and poetry. In “Dykepoem,” from her collection Wildcat Woman, Chin begins with the line, “I killed a man today,” and tells of a young Black girl who fights off a rapist and justifies her sinful act saying, “I going to hell anyway / women who like other women go there, you know.” The poem closes with a vision of prison as


a place

with only girl children inside

that place ain’t no hell

sounds like heaven to me.23



Chin is a superb performer, and she regularly slams at queer-people-of-color events all over New York City; she is as likely to appear in a nightclub as at a rally, at a conference as on the street. And while many of her poems are tough, sexy, and angry, she also infuses her work with a sense of irony and self-reflexivity. In “Don’t Want to Slam,” Chin writes,


I’ve decided.

I don’t want to be

a poet who just writes

for the slam anymore.



The slam, she goes on to say, is just a “staged revolution,” a spectacle of word pimps selling lines and rhymes for a quick score of 10 from the judges. With breathtaking speed, the poem moves through a pointed critique of slamming and makes a call for poems that tell “true histories of me and you. …” But the last verse shows that the slam is true history, is revolution, and may just change the world by changing the word. By the end of the last line, we believe her:


I want to write

I left my lover and

now I want her back poems

I miss Jamaica

but now I’m never going back

poems I know it’s not a ten

but it sends shivers down MY back poems

poems that talk about life

and love and laughter

poems that reveal the flaws

that make strikingly real people

real poems

poems that are so honest

they slam.

they slam.24



Chin and Olson’s slam poetry takes lesbian feminism and women of color feminism to a new stage and a new audience and makes poetry into the language of riot and change.

Shooting Stars: Queer Archives

Third, the nature of queer subcultural activity requires a nuanced theory of archives and archiving. Work on archives and archiving is well under way and can be found in the work of an eclectic group of queer cultural theorists including Lauren Berlant, Ann Cvetkovich, and José Muñoz. Ideally, an archive of queer subcultures would merge ethnographic interviews with performers and fans with research in the multiple archives that already exist online and in other unofficial sites. Queer zines, posters, guerilla art, and other temporary artifacts would make up some of the paper archives, and descriptions of shows, along with the self-understandings of cultural producers, would provide supplementary materials. But the notion of an archive has to extend beyond the image of a place to collect material or hold documents, and it has to become a floating signifier for the kinds of lives implied by the paper remnants of shows, clubs, events, and meetings. The archive is not simply a repository; it is also a theory of cultural relevance, a construction of collective memory, and a complex record of queer activity. For the archive to function it requires users, interpreters, and cultural historians to wade through the material and piece together the jigsaw puzzle of queer history in the making.

While some of the work of queer archiving certainly falls to academics, cultural producers also play a big role in constructing queer genealogies and memories; as we saw in Le Tigre’s song “Hot Topic,” the lyrics create an eclectic encyclopedia of queer cultural production through unlikely juxtapositions (“Gayatri Spivak and Angela Davis / Laurie Weeks and Dorothy Allison”), and they claim a new poetic logic: “Hot topic is the way that we rhyme.“ In other words, the historically situated theorists and filmmakers and musicians rhyme with each other’s work—the rhyme is located in the function and not in the words. Similarly, while many lesbian punk bands do trace their influences back to male punk or classic rock, as we saw in the last section, contrary to what one may expect, they do not completely distance themselves from or counteridentify with 1970s and 1980s “women’s music.” In fact, some “dykecore” bands see themselves as very much a part of a tradition of loud and angry women. For example, on their CD Are We Not Femme? North Carolina-based band The Butchies perform a cover of feminist goddess Cris Williamson’s classic song “Shooting Star.” Williamson’s soaring, emotion-laden song becomes a tough, percussive anthem in the capable hands of The Butchies, who add drum rolls and screeching guitars to lift the song out of a woman- loving-woman groove and into a new era. On their liner notes, The Butchies thank Cris Williamson for “being radical and singing songs to girls before too many others were and for writing such a kickass song. . . .” If we compare the covers from The Butchies‘ CD and Cris Williamson’s CD, it would be hard to detect the connections between the two. The Butchies’ CD pays obvious homage to punk concept band Devo both in terms of its title (Devo’s first album was called Are We Not Men?) and in terms of its iconography. The connection between The Butchies and Cris Williamson, however, runs much deeper than their relation to punk bands like Devo. The Butchies appear on the cover wearing short red leather miniskirts that recall the red plastic flower pot hats worn by Devo on the cover of Are We Not Men? Williamson, on the other hand, appears in dungarees and stands in what looks like Joshua Tree National Park. Her album title, The Changer and the Changed, references a modality of mutuality, organic transformation, and reciprocity. The song itself, in her hands, tells of “wonderful moments on the journey through my desert.” She sings of “crossing the desert for you” and seeing a shooting star, which reminds her of her lover. The spectral image of the shooting star figures quite differently in The Butchies‘ version, where it takes on more of the qualities of a rocket than a galactic wonder. But The Butchies’ cover version of Williamson’s song has the tone of tribute, not parody; by making her song relevant for a new generation of listeners, The Butchies refuse the model of generational conflict and build a bridge between their raucous spirit of rebellion and the quieter, acoustic world of women’s music from the 1970s and 1980s.

In an excellent essay on riot grrrls, feminism, and lesbian culture, Mary Celeste Kearney also points to the continuity rather than the break between women’s music and the riot grrrl. But, she comments, links between earlier modes of lesbian feminism and contemporary riot grrrl productions are regularly ignored in favor of a history that makes the riot grrrl the female offspring of male-dominated punk. Like the new riot grrrl productions, women’s music by Alix Dobkin, Cris Williamson, and others was produced on independent labels (like Olivia Records) and received only scant mainstream attention. The earlier music was made for, by, and about women and while much of it did consist of folk-influenced ballads, there was also a hard and angry subgenre that combined lyrics about man hating with loud guitar playing (Maxine Feldman’s music, for example). As Kearney points out, however, the noncommercial practices of 1970s lesbian musicians have made them less easy to identify as major influences upon a new generation of “all-girl community,” and so while women’s music is erased as a musical influence, so lesbianism is ignored as a social context for the riot grrrl. Kearney writes, “In spite of the coterminous emergence in the U.S. of riot grrrl and queercore bands like Tribe 8, Random Violet, The Mudwimmin, and Team Dresch, there have been relatively few links made by the mainstream press between lesbian feminism, queercore, and riot grrrl.”25

Other lesbian punk or punk/folk bands see themselves both as heirs to an earlier generation of “pussy power” and as pioneers of new genres. Bitch and Animal, for example, authors of “The Pussy Manifesto,” describe their CD What’s That Smell? as “tit rock.” In live performances, Bitch plays an electric violin and Animal plays an array of percussion. Their songs, like those of The Butchies, are themselves archival records of lesbian subculture. One song from What’s That Smell? is called “Drag King Bar,” and it posits the drag king bar as an alternative to a rather tired mainstream lesbian scene. With Animal picking out a “yee-haw” tune on the banjo, Bitch sings about a place where “all the boys were really girls and the fags whip out their pearls.” Bitch tells of being picked up by one particularly bold king and the song ends in a rousing symphony of violin and drums. Bitch and Animal document and celebrate the emergence of a drag king scene in contemporary queer clubs, and they blend country- influenced folk with avant-garde percussion to do so. But their cover art and their manifestos hearken back to the era of women loving women in their embrace of the female body; at their website, furthermore, fans are encouraged to take up terms like pussy and tits with pride by brushing off the taint of patriarchal insult. Like The Butchies‘ decision to cover a Cris Williamson song, Bitch and Animal’s pussy power reaches out to an earlier generation of women musicians refusing once and for all the oedipal imperative to overthrow the old and bring on the new. Recent women’s music festivals like Ladyfest are also clear inheritors of a tradition of lesbian feminist music festivals, and they revive an earlier model of feminism for a new generation of “grrrls”.

“I Want It That Way“: A Time for Queers

Finally, queer subcultures afford us a perfect opportunity to depart from a normative model of youth cultures as stages on the way to adulthood; this allows us to map out different forms of adulthood, or the refusal of adulthood and new modes of deliberate deviance. Queers participate in subcultures for far longer than their heterosexual counterparts. At a time when heterosexual men and women are spending their weekends, their extra cash, and all their free time shuttling back and forth between the weddings of friends and family, urban queers tend to spend their leisure time and money on subcultural involvement: this may take the form of intense weekend clubbing, playing in small music bands, going to drag balls, participating in slam poetry events, or seeing performances of one kind or another in cramped and poorly ventilated spaces. Just as homosexuality itself has been theorized by psychoanalysis as a stage of development, a phase that the adolescent will hopefully pass through quickly and painlessly, so subcultural involvement has been theorized as a life stage rather than a lifelong commitment. For queers the separation between youth and adulthood quite simply does not hold, and queer adolescence can extend far beyond one’s twenties. I want to raise here the notion of “queer time”—a different mode of temporality that might arise out of an immersion in club cultures or queer sex cultures. While obviously heterosexual people also go to clubs and some involve themselves in sex cultures, queer urbanites—lacking the pacing and schedules that are inherent to family life and reproduction—might visit clubs and participate in sex cultures well into their forties or fifties on a regular basis.

At the same time that queers extend participation in subcultural activity long beyond their “youth,” some queer subcultures also provide a critical lens through which to revisit seemingly heterosexual youth cultures. In new work on subcultures and gender/sexuality, generally speaking, there is the potential to explore the possibilities and the promise of rebellious youth genders. By focusing on the realization of tomboy desires or youthful femme aspirations in dyke punk bands and forms of queer fandom, we can see that pre-adult pre-identitarian girl roles offer a set of opportunities for theorizing gender, sexuality, race, and social rebellion precisely because they occupy the space of the “not yet,” the not fully realized: these girl roles are not absolutely predictive of either heterosexual or lesbian adulthoods—rather, the desires and the play and the anguish they access allow us to theorize other relations to identity.

Gayle Wald’s work on boy bands has also drawn attention to the homoerotic subtext in much of teen culture. Boy bands like the Backstreet Boys, Wald suggests, produce and manage anxieties about gay modes of gender performance. Boy bands perform what Wald calls “a girlish masculinity,” and they channel the fantasy of perpetual youth referenced by the moniker boy, but they also play out socially acceptable forms of rebellion (backstreet, for example, conjures up images of working-class youth) that can be both expressed and neatly channeled into white, middle-class heteronormativity. The phenomenon of boy bands, for me, raises a number of questions not simply about the performance of masculinity but also about what Wald refers to as the threatening aspect of the “ecstatic responses that they elicit.”26 After all, while music critics love to dismiss fandom as a passive “teenybopper” subculture, there is something all too powerful about a nearly hysterical audience of teen girls screaming and crying together; this activity may well have as much to say about the desire between the screamers as it says about their desire for the mythic “boys.” Wald argues that the phenomenon of teenybopper fans and young boy bands creates a homophobic fear of both boy fandom and homoerotic dynamics on stage among the boy performers. The policing of male homosexuality, however, she continues, “creates opportunities for girls to engage in modes of consumption that have a markedly homoerotic component, although they are typically characterized in terms of (heterosexual) ‘puppy love.’”27 Again the notion of homoerotic bonding as a stage on the way to heterosexual maturity creates a context within which both subcultural activity and queer desire can be dismissed as temporary and nonserious. Wald’s careful excavation of the sources of social scorn levied at teenyboppers and her contextualization of the boy band phenomenon within popular culture opens up new and important questions about youth cultures and femininity, and it makes possible a consideration of the queerness of even the most heterosexually inflected preadult activity.

I never invested much hope for queer alternatives in the performance of boy bands, I must admit, until I was present at the world premier of New York’s drag king boy band, the Backdoor Boys.
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