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Abstract

This research combines historical and political investigations into the relationship between punk
subcultures and film, tracing the development of punk aesthetics on screen through certain
independent, avant-garde and experimental European and North American films from the early
1970s to 2000s. It examines these films’ low-budget, collaborative and DIY backgrounds and how
their aesthetics are shaped by the materiality of subcultural contexts. The corpus starts with the
“punk cinema” canon that focuses on famous bands and locations, exploring the aesthetic
elements of the early half-documentaries, such as transparency and fact-fiction hybridity, in
order to uncover the role of cinema in the larger canonizing historicities of punk. Moving
beyond the limits of “punk cinema,” the study unravels the intersections between punk, queer
and feminist subcultures in the later chapters, covering considerable ground in terms of how
subcultural cinema has been in close contact with the cultivation of queer politics in the pre-
digital phase of cinema. As such, the corpus revolves around three main categories thematically
distinguished according to their aesthetic and economic positioning as well as production and
reception conditions: early punk documenting in cinema; low-budget films of certain European
auteurs created out of subcultural environments, such as Pedro Almodovar (in relation to la
movida madrilefia), Derek Jarman (in relation to London’s punk and gay underground in the late
1970s), and Virginie Despentes (in relation to pro-porn feminism and French New Extremity);
and American “trash cinema” and John Waters, structuralist film and the New York’s No Wave
movement. The chapters situate punk aesthetics, queer histories and counter-cinema within a
larger discussion around identity politics and aesthetic reclamation of anti-social negativity

through avant-garde cinema.
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Introduction: Punk Aesthetics as a Field of Struggles

The greater the lack on the inside, the greater the need for an outside to contain and to defuse it, for
without that outside, the lack on the inside would become all too visible. [...] Those inhabiting the
inside [...] can only comprehend the outside through the incorporation of a negative image. [...]
The issue is the old stand-off between confrontation and assimilation: does one compromise
oneself by working on the inside, or does one short-change oneself by holding tenaciously to the

outside? (Diana Fuss, Inside/Out 5)

The anarchical spectacle of certain low-budget films, sometimes enjoying unexpected success,
can lead to a mixed reception that, on one side, suspects their aesthetic value, and on the other
side, attributes them a paracinematic value through cult status and subcultural fame, as happened
to most of the films considered in this thesis. By anarchical spectacle, I do not only refer to a
cluttered onscreen aesthetic that deliberately or involuntarily rejects a set of mainstream
practices, but also a negative aesthetic that projects what is lacking and excluded within that set
of practices. Analyzing the role of such spectacles in our culture inevitably requires negotiating
the cultural legitimacy of de-facto dichotomies, such as mainstream and underground, public
and private, inside and outside, or, as in the symbolic context of the opening quotation by Diana
Fuss, heterosexual and homosexual (Inside/Out 5). The term “punk aesthetics in cinema,” as put
to work in this study, fundamentally describes the cinematic works that dealt with these
inside/outside tensions at each point of their emergence, from the low-budget collective
production conditions that situate them outside of the film industry, to the debates and
discourses that follow their precarious dissemination (and banning in some cases) as well as their

aesthetic form itself.

The initial punk subculture emerged in the mid-1970s in several Anglo-Saxon urban locations
under the influence of earlier post-war counter-cultural movements in Europe, such as the
Situationist International (SI) and Surrealism and Dadaism before it (Sussman, Marcus, Francis).

Punk shared with these movements the “subversive appropriation of dominant, mass-media



representations” (Sussman 4). This method of subversive appropriation, which is known as
détournement in the SI terminology, was itself an appropriation of the poet Comte de
Lautréamont’s aphorism that the founder of the SI, Guy Debord, directly copied in his influential
book, The Society of the Spectacle (1967): “Plagiarism is necessary, progress implies it” (Francis
19). The embrace of the often negatively considered “plagiarism” here as a method of creativity
parallels the 1970s punk attitude associated with the Do-It-Yourself (DIY) ethos. Throughout
this thesis, such “punk” methods — methods that come out of restricted environments and reflect
the very same restrictions — will be explored in relation to cinema. While punk, and its proto-
punk predecessors, provide an intersectional framework as regards to production environment,
onscreen aesthetics and etymology in terms of counter-aesthetics, punk’s turbulent relationship
with the mainstream culture echoes the inside/outside negotiation that informs the direct focus
of many theorists (including Diana Fuss, Judith Butler, José Esteban Mufioz and Jack
Halberstam) on identity, identification and disidentification. These theories, mostly grouped
under the umbrella term “queer theory,” shed light on the connections between identity
struggles, marginal subjectivities and how certain (dis)identificatory forms of cultural
production, can offer political resistance and survival strategies for excluded subjects through
methods that are similar to proto-punk counter-cultural art practices. Examining the
connections between subcultural environments from which such strategies emerge as cinematic
products, what follows reveals that the historicization of “punk cinema” failed to address these

rich intersections between diverse punk-related movements, and queer theories and histories.

As punk aesthetics in cinema will be investigated through their diverse set of locations that
informed their own unique relations between public and counter-public spheres, Pierre
Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production is very relevant: art is not autonomous. According to
this influential theory, the concealed hierarchization at work within the field of cultural
production forces us to view the final artwork as a result of a certain “position-taking” (Bourdieu
30-34). This perspective has been particularly useful for scholars who investigate cultural
productions that are associated with the “outside,” such as independent cinema (Tzioumakis;

King), trash cinema and the concept of paracinema in relation to the discourse of taste (Sconce;



Mathijs and Mendik). As the editors of the collection, Alternative Europe: Eurotrash and
Exploitation Cinema Since 1945, citing Bourdieu’s perspective, state: “We believe the relation
between research into how a film works culturally, and analyses of its aesthetic nature and status
cannot be separated. [...] film’s place in culture is linked to its aesthetics, and vice-versa, without
implying that ‘quality’ equals cultural value” (Mathijs and Mendik 2). This belief has informed
approaches to the politics of avant-garde art in cultural studies for decades in relation to how
cultural value can be synonymous with bourgeois values under capitalism: the avant-garde is
apparent when an art form reveals its own consciousness through position-taking, and
vocalizes/visualizes its own position with the aim to rupture “the illusion” of art being
autonomous and functioning independently from the capitalist system (Duncan 719). The
contention is that the avant-garde in any field of art tries to negate the workings of its industry of
cultural production by way of leaning towards an outsider position, either employing or causing
shock effect including, in some cases, through pornography as we will see in the exploration of
the intersections between gay underground cinema, queercore and French New Extremity in
later chapters.! This outsider position becomes even more observable when this art form is

inseparable from the environment within which it occurs: subcultural productions.

Dick Hebdige paved the way for studies regarding how subcultures function within society, by
way of primarily analyzing their style and set of codes. Punk was one of the most influential
subcultures that created its own iconography and it still continues to be reproduced today in a
variety of contexts. Because of the shape-shifting nature of punk, it never stays the same, and
constantly adds new subjectivities to its history, transforming its initial meaning. Once the
dominant culture absorbed the style after its initial inception, the counter-ideology that punk
style claimed to embody - “everybody can do it” - lost its significance. However, the ever-
changing nature of popular culture enabled punk as a counter-culture to be reembodied by the

collective and individual histories that are able to collect, repeat, remember and recreate the ideas

! A study on pornographic film as avant-garde art considers Andy Warhol’s film Blow Job (1964), for example, as a
cultural document that had an important impact on the debate regarding the high culture/low culture dichotomy in
the 1960s post-war American avant-garde, positioning sexually explicit gay content as part of the “momentous
changes in the decade that culminated in Stonewall” (Osterweil, “Blow Job” 432).



ingrained in punk after its “death”: “Long after the ‘death’ of classical punk, post-punk and/or
punk subcultures coalesce around praxis. For contemporary punks, subcultural membership,
authenticity, and prestige are transacted through action internal to the subculture” (Clark 231).
This thesis, first and foremost, aims to explore how this oscillating journey of punk, from proto-
punk ideals to the post-punk incarnations, has been reflected in the field of cinema. Punk has
been interpreted in relation to cultural theories around collective and counter-hegemonic
methods of art-making which will be laid out in Chapter One. However, as evident in the larger
field of avant-garde cinema, similar ideas of collaboration and instances of position-taking
outside of the dominant film sector have been at work within the field of film production since
cinema’s inception as an art form. When punk and avant-garde cinema are explored together in
terms of their ability to create more possibilities for radical aesthetics and communities, we no
longer talk about films with punk rock soundtracks, but a specific aesthetic that is connected to
larger political movements and negotiations of belonging that surround cultural production.
Therefore, I choose the term “punk aesthetics in cinema” to highlight a reconceptualization of
punk, that both expands on, and unravels the limitations behind the “punk cinema” discourse.
While the term “punk aesthetics” evokes multiplicity, “punk cinema” implies a categorical

delimitation.

Punk Literature, Queer Theory and The Field of Cultural Production

Punk literature is vast and still growing; the variety of connections between musical and
subcultural influences is still being tracked while sociological examinations of punk as a youth
culture specific to a particular time have been reworked and expanded to a global scale.
Subjective histories and lived experiences continue to be shared and offer subjects for building a
larger context for the term “punk.” Equally, its intersections with other counter-cultural
movements from the past or the present still attract theorists as a potential area for investigating
new approaches to critiquing dominant ideology. Echoes of this vastness can be found in the
various definitions of punk cinema in two distinct ways. Whilst for scholars such as Stacy
Thompson punk cinema is strictly concerned with the production conditions which confine the

term to the early punk music documentaries and half-fiction films made by punk artists of the



late 1970s and early 1980s. For Nicholas Rombes the notion of punk cinema involves larger
cinematic tendencies that seek to subvert the norms around filmmaking and narrative structures,
from the Dogme 95 movement to Fight Club (1999). Even though these two approaches to the
concept of punk cinema are closely related to the shock-effect of punk and the “no future”
ideology, they do not necessarily explore the relationship between punk and cinema in a
reciprocal manner. In other words, “punk cinema” has been coined as a term that either
describes specific films that are associated with the punk rock music genre, or films that exhibit
an attitude similar to what is ostensibly perceived as punk. Therefore, it is fair to say that in this
“punk cinema” discourse, punk is a given fixed framework, rather than serving as an alterable

concept that can be transfigured by what cinema as a medium can offer.

However, the larger intersectional discourse around punk accounts for punk’s recuperations, its
predecessors, deaths and aftermaths, cultural atmospheres and economics that rework its
political strategies and creative approaches. Demonstrating a deconstructive treatment of punk as
a political concept open to transfiguration, recent queer studies have been interested in exploring
the parallels between punk and queer subcultures with regard to the etymology of the terms
“punk” and “queer,” and the identity politics attached to them: a politics which endorses the
creation of inclusive spaces. These theories highlight the importance of subjective experience
within collectives organized out of exclusion; the major point being how their politics emphasizes
the temporal associations that disrupt the societal norms that organize society around
heterosexual reproduction. It is not a surprise that some of these studies build their arguments
through delving into a lot of art works, music genres, performances and films, as the field of
cultural production offers what Pierre Bourdieu calls the space of possibles. For Bourdieu, the
field of cultural production is where power relations concerning cultural capital render every art
form a result of a certain position-taking: “The literary or artistic field is a field of forces, but it is
also a field of struggles tending to transform or converse this field of forces. [...] Every position-
taking is defined in relation to the space of possibles” (30) (emphasis in original). This idea of the
space of possibles is very useful to make sense of the parallels between punk and queer as counter-

cultures that strive to create theoretical and productive spaces for excluded subjects, identity



struggles and imaginative forms of being. If cinema is part of the field of cultural production and
if there are cinematic productions that take counter-positions against the dominant powers
within the field, then these position-takings within cinema are in relation to the space of possibles
as well. It is the aim of this thesis to reveal the linkages between punk, queer and counter-cinema
and argue that the struggle to create alternative possibles in punk culture has been in a close
relationship with cinema. Queer theory, with its insistence on deconstructing social spaces and
critiquing the fixation of identities, provides the theoretical underpinning for this thesis. Hence,
the initial question “how does punk translate into film” turns into “how does punk relate to film
or vice versa,” thus requiring us to explore the direct and indirect connections between certain
filmic expressions, resistant strategies and larger avant-garde movements that have been in close

engagement with punk and queer theory’s territory.

Resistant Strategies and the Case of Tarnation (2003)

Eve Ng’s examination of two studio films that came out in 2015, Carol and Freeheld, demonstrate
that Bourdieu’s field theory could be taken as a basis to map out an updated theorization that
explains how the relatively “insignificant symbolic capital” of social media can disrupt the
mainstream commercial agents in the field of queer film production (10). Ng touches upon other
studies that delve into the cooperation between queer media and mainstream Hollywood,
uncovering that the cultural value of queer mainstream production still relies on downplaying
queer elements and “seeking to establish the quality of films through focusing on the caliber of its
actors and directors” (10). Bourdieu’s theory, from Ng’s perspective, is useful to explore the
evolution of the heteronormative valorization within the studio system that continues to attach
low symbolic value to queer authenticity via its promotional strategies. Ng’s study shows that
social media users can increase the cultural capital of queer mainstream films by way of
producing an online sphere around them. This online sphere counterbalances the market
strategies that have “the tendency to disavow the political significance of representing a minority
perspective” (11-12) and “counter the queerness” of the works themselves. This is one example
that exposes the inner struggles of queer media within the mainstream sector and the role of the

“outside” sphere - e.g. the viewer-produced media online - in their success within the system



itself. We can extend this discussion to the low economic capital of independent productions that
also negotiate survival within the cultural sphere, perhaps to a more severe degree than the queer
mainstream, such as home movies and subcultural productions that reach out to larger audiences
than their own locale, challenging the dominant correlation in the field of film industry that
equates “high economic capital” with “high cultural value.” For example, Jonathan Caouette’s
2003 documentary Tarnation which was made with a mere $218.32 (Czach 216), is a significant
work that demonstrates the imbalance between such a correlation. Combining home-movie
aesthetics — edited entirely on free editing software iMovie (Czach 16) - and autobiographical
elements that chart Caouette’s own documentation of his traumatic childhood and relationship
with his mother, Tarnation renders subjective experience as the key resource for creating cultural

value.

Following Ng’s theory, it could be argued that Tarnation’s cultural value has been increased as
the well-known American filmmakers John Cameron Mitchell and Gus Van Sant decided to help
the film by taking producer roles, simultaneously increasing its economic value through
supporting the film’s entry to the festival circuit. This distinctiveness of Tarnation led to the film
being considered part of “the changing face of documentary” that is associated with the rise of
independent documentary productions in the early 2000s. Paul Arthur points to a shift in how
the cultural value of the documentary genre is measured, taking Tarnation as a point of
reference; the autobiographical and the subjective became as valuable as what the older
documentary tradition viewed as the objective and the neutral (21). The queer content of
Tarnation plays a substantial role in revealing such a shift, since the film’s auto-journalistic
aesthetic suggests a “therapeutic tour de force” in Arthur’s words (21), or functions as a stabilizer
for the filmmaker’s identity as well as his healing from trauma, in Adrianne Harris’
psychoanalysis-oriented reading (12). For Tarnation, the individual survival strategy at work on
the level of the film’s content is openly about the filmmaker’s personal experiences. While
Tarnation highlights the potential cultural value in personal filmmaking, the films involved in
the later chapters of this thesis are explored in terms of how collective solutions to restricted

conditions, both in terms of marginal identities and low-budget productions, attest to similar



coping mechanisms by adopting “badly connoted” methods, such as mock-terror, camp,
pornography and distorted adaptations of canonical texts. The variety of survival strategies
within the field of cultural production can be traced from Tarnation back to the earlier
subcultural cinema associated with “low cultural value,” such as trash, exploitation and
pornography. This transhistorical exploration offers a portal into how queer politics looked on
screen before the digitalization of cinema at the dawn of gay rights movements, second-wave
feminism and the early punk movement. The survival aesthetic of auto-journalism in Tarnation
also signaled the future of the digital ubiquity of capturing tools (such as smartphones that can
play a role in documenting injustice and brutality in our time), with Caouette’s camera creating
what is now called the “selfie” aesthetic in 2003. This thesis contends that, before the rise of self-
documentation in independent media, we find subcultures as the creative sites through which the
experience of exclusion could be reflected on by various methods of reclaiming space and

language.

Queer theorist José Esteban Mufioz defines his concept of disidentification as “a survival strategy
that works within and outside the dominant public sphere simultaneously” (Disidentifications 5).
As he continues, “subjects who are outside the purview of dominant public spheres encounter
obstacles in enacting identifications” (Disidentifications 8). Diana Fuss defines “identification” as
the process that “names the entry of history and culture into the subject, a subject that must bear
traces of each and every encounter with the external world” (Identification 3). Disidentification,
then, marks the process whereby “the entry of history and culture into the subject” does not
involve an acknowledgement of the subject’s subjecthood, and therefore the subject rejects the
process of identification (Fuss, Identification 7). In this manner, there emerges a surface-level
appropriation where the subject externalizes the effects of this process (Fuss suggests that
internalization can also happen to a degree [4-8]), highlighting the meaning and failures of
identification for the marginalized subject within dominant culture. Mufioz’s detailed studies on
cultural productions, also drawing from Fuss, uncover the crucial role of subcultural spheres for
minority subjects, especially queer people of color. Muiioz also reveals that subcultural artistic

strategies do not only communicate various identity struggles, but also echo within this



communication the struggle of the art itself to exist as a production within the cultural sphere.

Such obstacles, in the pre-digital phase of cinema, sometimes led to strategies that are not as
visibly focused on a specific trauma or stigma, as evident in Tarnation’s therapeutic exploration
of the self, but could be more accurately described as collectively searching for “the lost subject of
identification” through antagonistic methods of parody and irony. In this regard, this thesis is a
retrospective effort to understand the undervalued subcultural negational aesthetics from the
past and their influence on the development of the field of queer politics. What follows
investigates the emergences of film cycles associated with marginal subjectivities, atypical
narratives and low-budget hybrid formats that gave way to categories such as New Queer
Cinema, New Punk Cinema and New French Extremity. It provides a transhistorical intervention
into the standardized histories of punk, uncovering the subcultural and DIY aspects of queer

cinema that forged joint radical practices with punk subcultures.

Mapping Out Punk Aesthetics on Screen

The corpus starts with the “punk cinema” canon that focuses on famous bands and locations,
exploring the aesthetic elements of the early half-documentaries, such as transparency and fact-
fiction hybridity, in order to uncover the role of cinema in the larger canonizing historicities of
punk. Several resources describe the category of “punk cinema” as a canon. I adopt this
terminology from the earlier studies that focus on different aspects of punk on film, such as Bill
Osgerby’s survey on the history of punk cinema, David Laderman’s study on punk in films in
relation to the musical genre and Mark Benedetti’s strong criticism of canonization within the
discourse of New York’s No Wave movement which holds strong parallels with the discourse
around punk. Moving beyond the limits of this “punk cinema” canon, the later chapters situate
the intersections of punk aesthetics, queer histories and counter-cinema within a larger
discussion around identity politics and aesthetic reclamation of anti-social negativity through

avant-garde cinema.



Chapter One lays out the current state of punk research and explores its connection to avant-
garde art in further detail, from earlier subculture studies to the discourse around modern
nihilism in general. Roland Barthes’ concept of the “writerly text” opens this exploration since
punk has been associated with this concept as an open aesthetic that incorporates audience
perception into the textual meanings of a text. What it means politically for an art work to have
such an open aesthetic continues to remain relevant throughout the other chapters as the role of
avant-garde, shock-effect and subjectivity are key themes for subcultural productions. Based on
the thematic concepts laid out in Chapter One, Chapter Two explores the “punk cinema”
terminology and moves on to critique the popularization and canonization methods of “punk
cinema,” examining the low-budget documentaries and mockumentaries that are counted as the
key examples of “punk cinema” and their treatment in the literature. In doing so, Chapter Two
discusses the issues of “immediacy” and “self-reflexivity” in the films’ ostensibly “transparent”
aesthetics. The subcultural aspects of these films are visible onscreen, especially in the early
examples such as The Punk Rock Movie (Don Letts, 1978) and The Blank Generation (Amos Poe
and Ivan Kral, 1976), as a result of the fact that they are made within the physical environments
of specific punk events of the time while utilizing a populist perception of punk as a sensation in
the mainstream media. I examine ignored aspects of early punk cinema that rely on the cinematic
referential codes of the heteronormative gaze echoing the media sensationalism of the time. For
example, The Punk Rock Movie’s overlooked cinematic engagement with the media
representations of punk and The Blank Generation’s approximation to cinema verité are both
analyzed in relation to how they textually engage with the “immediacy” of the environment. In
this analysis, the abundance of concert and archive footage comes across as an overriding effect
in the reception of the two films, revealing the role of this constructed “transparency” in the
standardization of punk history that ignored many aspects with regards to the involvement of

women and queer subcultures.

While Chapter Two uncovers the gaps within the discourse around punk cinema, Chapter Three
investigates the political commonalities between punk and queer in terms of methods of

identification and disidentification. This chapter starts with the trash cinema of John Waters
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from the early 1970s that amalgamate gay underground cinema with the exploitation genre,
creating a specific “low” camp aesthetic that has been a source of influence for many theorists
and filmmakers associated with the category New Queer Cinema that emerged in the 1990s.
Waters’ collective filmmaking methods, with the help of his friends (known as the
“Dreamlanders”), have parallels with the early punk cinema analyzed in Chapter Two.
Furthermore, Waters’ early cinema renders confrontational strategies of queerness as the
ultimate proto-punk aesthetics, such as mock-terror, drag performance and an immersion in
abjection. These “negative” aesthetics that embrace disgust are echoed in the later sections of
Chapter Three that analyze Derek Jarman’s first feature film Jubilee (1978) including London’s
gay-punk intersections, and Pedro Almoddvar’s first feature film Pepi, Luci, Bom (1980) that
emerged from Madrid’s own unique post-Franco subculture, la movida madrilefia. In these
investigations, we see that early work in these filmmakers’ careers indicate the importance of
collective filmmaking conditions in the cultivation of their individual aesthetic, creating works
that stand out in their oeuvre as examples that have been considered “not yet there” due to their
cacophonic hybrid-formats that carry a sense of spontaneity. The commonality these films share
in terms of their reception signifies the queerness of their aesthetic as a negotiation between
subjectivity and collectivity, while each of them uniquely exemplifies a specific role in relation to
the cultivation of “punk cinema.” Whilst Waters’ early films are considered “proto-punk,”
Jarman’s film is considered within the “punk cinema” canon (hence, dismissed from his larger
oeuvre) and Almoddvar’s film is only mentioned within the discourse as part of “a brief

introduction to the roots of punk cinema” (Barber 168).

After demonstrating in Chapter Three that punk aesthetics in cinema do not necessarily mean
films about punk, Chapter Four examines the use of pornography as a political apparatus within
low-budget subcultural films that are not directly considered punk, specifically, through
analyzing New York’s No Wave movement in relation to feminist film theory, the queercore
movement and No Skin off My Ass (1991), and the French film Baise Moi (2000). It will be argued
that these films reproduce punk as a residual commodity which refers to the cinematic aesthetics

that are left out from mainstream appropriation of punk. These films perform cultural role
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reversals that reclaim pornographic expression to confront the assumed correlation between low
cultural value and marginalized subjects. The contention is that punk aesthetics can be re-
conceptualized and discussed in terms of identity critique through a utilization of pornography,

self-reflexivity, aesthetic promiscuity, parody and irony.
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Chapter One: Situating Punk and The Avant-garde

In short, what is at stake is a practice of subjectivity that is still unaware of its own constituted
nature, hence the difficulty to exceed the simplistic pair of subjectivity and objectivity; a practice of
subjectivity that is unaware of its continuous role in the production of meaning, as if things can
make sense by themselves, so that the interpreter’s function consists of only choosing among the
many existing readings, unaware of representation as representation, that is to say, the cultural,
sexual, political interreality of the filmmaker as subject, the reality of the subject film and the reality
of the cinematic apparatus. And finally, unaware of the inappropriate other within every I. (Trinh

T. Minh-ha 419)

This chapter presents an overview of punk discourse in order to provide a background on which
a reconceptualization of punk can be built, in light of the intersectional theories around punk
subcultures, aesthetics and cultural production. I trace below the aesthetic and political
influences of punk in different disciplines, mainly sociology, cultural studies and film theory, and
identify the fundamental concepts that inform my approach to examining specific films in

subsequent chapters.

There are many different, and at times conflicting, aspects to how the term “punk” has been
employed in academia which makes an interdisciplinary methodology necessary to capture these
perspectives; here this methodological design is proposed to reflect the intricacies of punk
discourse. In order to lay out the patterns, similar tendencies and gaps within the discourse
around punk, I present a network of nodes connected to or overlapping each other rather than a
categorization, as with the latter, there is a danger of regarding the thematical concepts as distinct
from each other which might result in ignoring their shared aspects. For instance, we see that
sometimes the terms avant-garde and shock effect have been used synonymously in relation to

punk.

I start with the description of punk as “writerly” in order to explore the theories that discuss how
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punk aesthetics in cinema comprises an open aesthetic, meaning that the experience offered to
the audience is very much part of the construction of the product’s aesthetic value. The concept
of the “writerly” text as defined by Roland Barthes - a text that offers a sense of openness that
invites spectatorial imagination into its aesthetic, rather than a completeness - is at the basis of
this description. The second node explores “the shock” of punk and how this shock effect
provides the means through which punk productions’ direct/indirect relationship with other art
and subcultural movements can be traced and framed. This is followed by an investigation of the
“punk is (not) dead” debate through the idea of modern nihilism. The chapter then focuses on
how the reading of punk along the lines of the avant-garde has been a popular method to expand
more on the historical and aesthetic links and correspondences between different cinematic
forms. The “earlier subculture studies” section is based on the readings and writings that came
from and were influenced by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of
Birmingham which greatly influenced the current shape of sociological studies and the role of
semiotics in the study of subcultures. This section explores how the academic orientation of these
earlier theories towards subcultures has been criticized as “too distant,” arguing that these studies
can lack the knowledge of how subcultural participation and performance can cultivate different
subjectivities and lived experiences that do not fit in the earlier semiotic readings of icons and
style. The last two sections feature a discussion of the intersections of punk and queer in relation
to the position of subjectivity in punk discourse and queer studies, and the concept of “no

future.”

This network of punk discourse can be extended or reduced depending on how the topic is
approached. The argument here is that there are gaps and value judgements that standardize
certain punk histories and hide the role of subjectivity within historicization. This limited
perspective of punk will be revealed through constructing this network, and this can hopefully
show how considering punk on an interdisciplinary level can be useful to conceptualize certain

socio-cultural influences in film productions and cinematic aesthetics.
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What Does It Mean for Punk to Be “Writerly”?

In his article “Punk Cinema,” Stacy Thompson explores the formal style of early documentaries
such as The Blank Generation (1976) and The Punk Rock Movie (1978), each of which are
composed mostly of live concert footage of the prominent bands of the 1970s punk scene. While
the former was filmed in New York’s famous club CBGB, the latter documented London’s punk
environment. As its director, Don Letts, says about his own approach to filmmaking, “[the punk
era’s] DIY ethic inspired me to pick up a Super 8mm camera and record what was going on at
that time” (Thompson, “Punk Cinema” 51). Drawing from Thompson’s observation that this
film’s “organizing principle is the punk song” (50) and it “appears to be simply a conglomerate of
crudely filmed pieces of random concert footage” (51), the filmmaking practice behind The Punk
Rock Movie can be seen as a reflection of the musicmaking practices of the punk bands that it
documents. Thompson claims that this type of punk production provides for the spectator the
openness to participate in the construction of the meaning of the product. In Thompson’s words,
the film “opens itself out, encouraging and prodding the spectator to shift from the position of a
passive (to a greater or lesser degree) recipient to that of an active producer of the film’s possible
significations” (51). Because of this openness, Thompson thinks that Barthes’ concept of
“writerly text” can be applied to this aesthetic in order to conceptualize the spectatorial
experience of what he calls “punk cinema” which offers itself as a democratizing process. This
idea can be further extended to another activity of the film that centralizes the spectator’s
position: the spectator, now being an “active producer,” is not only positioned as the filmmaker,
but also, as the musician, or the concert participant, owing especially to the hand-held camera
movements as the camera inconsistently changes its positioning from the stage to the audience.
The camera’s shift from showing the perspective of the musician to that of the audience does not
offer a fixed subject position. The question whether such multiplication of perspectives offered to
to the spectator can be analyzed through the concept of identification has not been explored
within the discourse of punk cinema, even though identification processes have been key to

punk-related studies in other disciplines.

Thompson’s introduction of Barthes” “writerly text” theory into punk discourse (which will be
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explained in detail in the next section) has been utilized by David Laderman, who has written
extensive explorations of different musical genre conventions and their modifications in cinema.
Laderman’s book Punk Slash! Musicals: Tracking Slip-Sync on Film, traces the asynchronous-ness
of the music in early 1980s musicals that take punk as their subject matter, or which show their
punk influences via direct references. Laderman’s book not only investigates how the punk
movement penetrates the traditions of musical genre, but also touches upon the less
distinguishable areas of cinema where punk influences can be traced, such as the New York’s No
Wave scene of the 1980s and its relation to pop-art and the avant-garde. This comprehensive
study very briefly touches upon Thompson’s reading of early punk documentaries as “writerly”
and uses this description to summarize the aesthetics of the “slip-sync sequences” in certain early

1980s musicals, such as Ladies and Gentlemen, The Fabulous Stains (1982), by Lou Adler.

Both Thompson and Laderman trace punk influences in cinema, though looking at various areas
(i.e. no-budget documentaries vs. mainstream musicals) and adopting completely different
approaches - Thompson focuses on an economics of “everybody can do it,” while Laderman
reflects on genre tropes. The idea that certain productions of music and cinema can share and
interchange DIY ethics and punk influences is evident in both Thompson’s and Laderman’s
works, but the shared argument that Barthes’ concept of the “writerly” text can be applied to
punk productions is not evident in larger theoretical discussions in punk research. Scholarly
works that focus on films mostly perform textual analysis (thus, taking film as a text), hence they
have a tendency to draw more on literary theory than their sociological counterparts. This
engagement with the theoretical underpinnings of the participatory experience that punk
aesthetics offers also provides an avenue to discuss the shortcomings of earlier subculture
theories that regard punk as a youth subculture lacking the potential for radical change. This
thesis contends that the concept of the "writerly” text can be helpful to realize the ways certain

punk aesthetics can have substantial impact on identity and/or praxis formations.

First of all, what does it mean for a punk production to be “writerly”? Before attempting to

answer this question, it seems important to note a possible misunderstanding that can happen
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with Barthes’ concept. In Barthes’ theory, what is “writerly” does not refer to a final product, it
refers to the status of availability for the process of writing/producing, the status of that which
can be written/produced. It is a value according to which we can evaluate a work’s ability to

encourage the reader to not read but rewrite what is written. As Barthes observes:

The writerly text is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent language (which
would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the writerly text is ourselves
writing, before the infinite play of the world (the world is function) is traversed,
intersected, stopped, plasticized by some singular system (Ideology, Genus,
Criticism) which reduces the plurality of entrances, the opening of networks, the
infinity of languages. The writerly is the novelistic without the novel, poetry without
the poem, the essay without the dissertation, writing without style, production
without product, structuration without structure. But the readerly texts? They are

products (and not productions), they make up the enormous mass of our literature.
(5)

It is important to keep in mind that this value, the “writerly” quality of anything, is also very
much subject to change with respect to the reader’s (re)writing-(re)producing. In other words,
Barthes does not necessarily explain how a work of art can be open to being re-written. Rather he
explains, how we, being readers who are willing to not read but (re)write, can be open to finding
pluralities. Barthes” dichotomous concept of “writerly” / “readerly” text is very much about the
relationship between the text and its reader. An author can only hope to produce a work that
creates situations for writerly texts to come about during the reader’s encounter with the work.
The writerly, as an abstract state, defines an art work’s commitment to be open to being

reconstructed by its audience.

This, the writerly, can describe a punk scene where the band playing on stage embodies an ideal
(“everybody can do it”) by way of showing how to adopt this ideal and partaking in a production
of that specific momentary space rather than merely taking the stage to play music. Such punk
performances communicate with the audience in such a bodily way that their shared space

becomes a collective environment, before the infinite play of the moment comes to an end. We
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can add to Barthes’ list of what the writerly is: it is what punk is without the music. The punk
scene becomes a site of “a perpetual present” with the prerequisites for the writerly to emerge.
The artists’ momentary access to the experience with whatever emotion or thought to be released
during the event is self-reflexive: the punk artist reflects back on their own activity of music-

making and the fact that there can be punk moments to be written by the other participants.

Generally speaking, the musical elements of punk music are diverse and, especially from a genre-
based perspective, cannot be pinned down such that the perspective chosen to analyze them
becomes more important, i.e. in terms of lyrics, compositions, specific locations or sub-genres
etc. However, if we talk about the initial punk moments of the 1976 Western context specifically,
a slightly overarching aesthetic comes to prominence: expressive, disorderly and technically
imperfect combinations of electric guitar, bass, drums and vocals (mostly in the form of shouting
and screaming). Rather than what type of music this is, the writerly element lies in the
potentiality of the music to affect its audience in a way that the aesthetic of disorder and
imperfection reflects the making of the aesthetic itself. This self-reflexivity in the punk scene can
be identified in personal autobiographies of punk artists, saying things along the lines that the art
they saw at the time seemed like they could do it too, such as Don Letts” aforementioned
description of his early steps into making punk films. Viv Albertine of The Slits remembers her
memory of seeing the Sex Pistols for the first time and feeling like she saw a bridge to self-
expression. In her memoir Clothes Clothes, Clothes, Music, Music, Music, Boys, Boys, Boys, she

writes:

I've always thought my particular set of circumstances — poor, North London,
comprehensive school, council flat, girl — haven’t equipped me for success. As I watch
the Sex Pistols I realise that this is the first time I've seen a band and felt there are no
barriers between me and them. Ideas that have been in the back of my mind for years
rush to the front of my brain... [...] This is it. At last I see not only that other

universe I've always wanted to be part of, but the bridge to it. (86)

Albertine’s memoir reveals that the commonly circulated history of British punk relies on the

omission of certain bands, such as The Slits and The Raincoats, typically all-female bands that do
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not fit the myth of punk that is generally represented in the shape of male musicians.
Furthermore, her memoir also reveals that the subjective experience of a subculture is a definitive
aspect of specific subcultural aesthetics, exposing the populist methods of media that either
neglect or overly emphasize certain parts of the subculture to sell a mythical sensationalism. For
the punk participant who lives through the moment of engaging with the disorderly aesthetic —
be it the musician or the audience - the subjective experience becomes prominent, hence an
identity issue considering the gap between the participant’s experiential knowledge and the
reception of this identity by the public discourse. This is the point that earlier subculture theories
overlooked: punk’s political potential for articulating the perspective of excluded subjects, which

will be touched upon in a later section.

The Shock Effect & Punk

“The shock effect,” as analyzed by Walter Benjamin, is inherent to the film form (427). The
movement of the film strip manipulates audience attention by the changing of images and
sounds, disguising the production process of the art itself. This manipulation and the veiling of
the mechanics behind producing art meant for Benjamin, and later for Theodor W. Adorno, an
obscuring activity that normalizes the economic system that is co-dependent on a hierarchical

ideology, ultimately providing a basis for controlling the masses. As noted by Benjamin:

The spectator’s process of association in view of these images is indeed interrupted by
their constant, sudden change. This constitutes the shock effect of the film, which,
like all shocks, should be cushioned by heightened presence of mind. By means of its
technical structure, the film has taken the physical shock effect out of the wrappers in

which Dadaism had, as it were, kept it inside the moral shock effect. (427)

In this respect, film transforms the radical potential of the shock-effect of Dadaism into another
site for commodification. This strand of critical thought is very much what the Frankfurt School
represents in cultural studies: modern art - like all modern culture - and the rise of colonialism

and capitalism are indisputably interconnected. We can consider the radical position “the shock

effect” holds mostly in relation to the post-World War I Dadaist movement that influenced
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Benjamin in exploring different art forms in terms of how they function under modernization.
Even though this radical position of most avant-garde art has been somewhat respected as a
political effort to “heighten the presence of mind” in consuming art, it has also been taken as a
potential domain for commodification that can be transformed into a “high culture” product that

not only shocks the masses but attracts elements of the bourgeoisie with its sophistication.

“The shock effect” of the initial British punk movement mostly stems from its ambivalent
political outburst through fascist and homophobic imagery and the behavior of certain bands in
causing a chaotic discussion around the music industry. This ambiguity in the political alignment
of the punk bands made it harder for political parties and organizations to persuade them into
collaboration, as observed by Matthew Worley in his article “Shot by Both Sides: Punk, Politics
and the End of 'Consensus’.” A lot has been written on punk rock and British politics in the late
1970s; through this literature we can track the mythologizing effect of media representation
which, in our current time, has been transforming into another form of populism. The recent
popularity of “looking back” at punk in the 1970s through the lens of the current political
atmosphere seems to be useful to make connections between the historical and the personal for

academics and critics who can say “I was there.”

Dave Laing is one of the writers who has been interested in “the shock effect” and how punk rock
as a musical genre could create this effect. He is openly positive about the possibility that punk
can bring the necessary depth to the field of popular music that a political struggle within the

capitalist system would require. In the conclusion of his article “Interpreting Punk,” he writes:

Unlike earlier musics [sic], punk rock has not been integrated into a restructured
music industry, so much as fractured along the lines of its own internal

contradictions. Its most avant-garde elements, which challenged the structure of an

? Some examples include Pete Dale’s article “Year Zero for British Punk Was 1976 - But There Had Long Been
Anarchy in the USA” on The Conversation (Dale), The New York Times piece that “asked punk rockers and those
who know their music what it means to them” (Shea), the news concerning “the punk funeral” when Joe Corré burnt
expensive punk memorabilia (“Punk Funeral”), and any John Lydon commentator piece online which can be
generally found on The Guardian.
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orderly music for consumption under the sign of the leisure-effect, remain excluded.
Meanwhile, those who have concentrated on a shift in subject matter within the
conventional formal structures are inside the music industry without necessarily

becoming integrated. (128)

This relatively positive approach describes “most avant-garde elements” of punk as the
territory of punk that kept its “outsider” status, while other non-avant-garde aspects -
which are not explained in Laing’s article — have been incorporated. The differentiation
between avant-garde elements and non-avant-garde elements in punk is not clear in
Laing’s “leisure-effect” theory, however we can still sense it through his identifying “the
different levels of shock-effect, in terms of their ability to dominate or be dominated by the
leisure-effect” (“Interpreting” 127). Nonetheless, the theories around the avant-garde, the
political ambivalence of punk and its fragmented position in popular music require further

analysis in relation to where punk fits in the field of cultural production.

In another article, “Listening to Punk,” Dave Laing examines the genre primarily from a musical
point-of-view and analyzes a variety of styles within punk in relation to the theories of cultural
production by Barthes, Adorno, Bertolt Brecht and Benjamin. His focus is primarily on the
relationship between the meaning of song lyrics and the singing style. He asserts that while
mainstream music tries to appeal to the listener by pleasurable “amplified voices” and lyrics
shorn of any political content, punk rock, with an “ugly” singing style, highly political slogan-like
lyrics and a generally repetitive, angry or ironic sound, carries a specific shock effect that pushes
the listener to confront the negativity of human life and the “dark side” of the unconscious. He
mentions subjectivity in punk rock in terms of the role of the artist and through a musicological
approach he touches upon intertextuality, which he sees emerging within punk productions.
What is particularly relevant to “punk cinema” in Laing’s text is when he describes the difference
between the shock-effect of Dadaism and the shock-effect of film form within the broad
framework of punk. He states that the randomness of Dada (which is considered by Laing as an
aesthetic element approximate to punk as an art form) and its deliberate aim to shock and

disturb the audience is what gives Dada a Brechtian approach with “a desire to make a negative
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impact, perhaps to cause a ‘shock defense’ or trauma” (Laing, “Listening” 415).

During the same time period, the late 1910s, when the Dadaist movement began, film as an
artistic medium was rapidly growing in popularity, the projected moving image becoming a
completely new, and at times shocking, audio-visual experience for the masses. Film’s ability to
offer a subjective experience of time and movement to the audience, gave way to it becoming an
art form that leaves a positive impact on the audience with its aim to “transform the outlook of
the viewer” (Laing, “Listening” 415). Laing differentiates between the intentions of Dada and
film, and questions where punk would be situated in the discussion of shock affect and art: “If
Benjamin’s ideas are applied to the 1970s, where does punk rock stand in the contrast between

Dada and film, and in that between the two responses to the shock-effect?” (415).

Another important intervention is Stephen Duncombe and Maxwell Tremblay’s collection,
White Riot: Punk Rock and the Politics of Race, which gathers important texts from the initial
punk era that engage with the issue of race. In their introduction, they question the boundaries of
punk in terms of de-facto whiteness and ask an important question that reflects a self-awareness
of the exclusive practices that identity categories can bring about: “But to whom does that scene
belong, and what kinds of identities are allowed inside its safe spaces?” (13). The argument here
is that questions around the exclusionary practices of punk as a distinct subculture - especially its
well-documented formations in the British and American context — should also be explored in
relation to the idea of inclusivity and the creation of collective aesthetics through shock. The
critical approaches to the wide range of political positions that most shock effect in (punk) art
stems from, offer a space to discuss the artistic methods of engaging with political imagery that
can create shock. The inevitable relationship between socio-economics and aesthetics is often
reflected in the onscreen depictions of marginal identities. Therefore, the political positions
behind the creation of certain effects of avant-garde art, such as shock and disgust, can be evident
in the various representations of marginality and stigmatized subjectivities. This space will be
explored further in the thesis in relation to trash cinema of John Waters, the queercore

movement and the role of pornography in French New Extremity — cinematic movements that
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reclaim the “low status” attached to these genres that work with the shock effect. Above all, in
Waters’ early proto-punk cinema, we will find an aesthetic strategy on screen (mock-terror) that
utilizes and confronts the negative value attributed to certain racial and sexual minorities in the

1960s American society.

The Metaphor of “The Death of Punk” and Modern Nihilism

What seems like the most fruitful aspect of the “punk is dead” debate in the media and in the
academic sphere is the rhetoric it uses, treating punk as an organism which could die. This
treatment is not at all unique to punk; from Nietzsche’s widely quoted “God is dead” to “cinema
is dead” announcements in every decade (from Peter Greenaway’s “zapper” comment to the
latest announcement made by Scorsese),’ the figures most capable of dying typically represent a
canon. Nietzsche uses the method of attributing the quality of dying to God, which works as a
metaphor for the failure of the fundamental ideals of civilization around “moral equality,
collective prosperity, peace, toleration, or scientific progress” which were developed through the
age of Enlightenment (Pippin 498-499). Considering the certain nihilist tendencies and “no-
future” aspect of the initial punk moment (and how both phrases became t-shirt slogans), the
rhetoric punk shares with Nietzsche asks what happens when a specific set of values, religious or
subcultural, is perceived as an organic entity that could die. What is the implication behind

saying “punk is dead” instead of “punk ended”?

The metaphor of punk being a living entity seems to bring to mind the features of an organism
and what it needs to stay alive, such as reproduction, development, maintenance and habitus.
The use of this metaphor seems to kill punk by announcing its death, and we see in certain
accounts that this metaphor also gives way to its rebirth. For example, Dylan Clark does not only

announce the death of punk, he also claims to perform an autopsy on punk’s dead body:

3 In 2016, at a retrospective event organized as a celebration of his career, Peter Greenaway stated: “I believe that
cinema died on the 31 September 1983 when the zapper or the remote control was introduced into the living rooms
of the world” (Brown). In 2019, Martin Scorsese wrote a piece about blockbuster Marvel movies and the future of
cinema, implying that the studio-system is not alive anymore (“I Said Marvel Movies Aren’t Cinema”).
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“Perhaps the result of our autopsy will show that subculture (of the young, dissident, costumed
kind) has become a useful part of the status quo, and less useful for harboring discontent. For
these reasons we can melodramatically pronounce that subculture is dead” (223). While Clark
further accounts for the rebirth of punk in his article and explores its regenerations, Ana Raposo

offers a more conclusive post-mortem:

The date of the ‘death of punk’ is a disputed issue, ranging from early 1978 to 1979
(symbolically marked by the death of Sid Vicious). The reason for punk’s official
demise is not in dispute: its incorporation into the mainstream. It had been ‘made
safe’ and a generation that had adopted the revolutionary proto-political concept of
punk felt betrayed. By announcing the death of punk, Crass [an influential anarcho-
punk band] declared themselves as the authentic punks following the original proto-
politics proclaimed by punk’s early pioneers. Anarcho-punk aimed to free punk -
and punks - from corporate industries and organised politics. Placing a strong
emphasis on individuality and DIY (do-it-yourself) politics, it produced a current
that diverged from what punk was becoming. Because if punk died in the late 1970s,
it was reborn, as a more self-conscious movement where political stances were more

overtly exposed. (79)

Whether later movements, such as anarcho-punk, that were born out of the initial punk anti-
establishment DIY ethics could free punk from corporate industries is subject to debate about the

possibility, or impossibility, of such emancipation.

In short, the death of punk has been explored mainly in relation to punk’s recuperation by the
mainstream, making use of the metaphor of the death of punk to underline punk’s importance in
the formation and the loss of identity and authenticity for its participants and practitioners.
Moreover, the reason behind the popularity of this metaphor and how it came to dominate the
discussion around the mainstreaming of punk can also be contextualized in relation to the larger
socio-psychological contradictions associated with the experience of modernity within which
Nietzsche’s philosophy has also found its place. Punk’s rhetorical and metaphorical “death” ties it

to the modern nihilism that Marshall Berman explored in All That is Solid Melts into Air: The
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Experience of Modernity (1982). Berman shows us how modernist methods of producing art and
knowledge failed to challenge the capitalist economic system that supposedly made them possible

in the first place. In the chapter “The Metamorphosis of Values,” Berman writes:

The problem of nihilism emerges again in Marx’s next line: “The bourgeoisie has
resolved all personal honor and dignity into exchange-value; and in place of all the
freedoms that men have fought for, it has put one unprincipled freedom—free trade.’
The first point here is the immense power of the market in modern men’s inner lives:
they look to the price list for answers to questions not merely economic but
metaphysical—questions of what is worthwhile, what is honorable, even what is real.
When Marx says that other values are ‘resolved into’ exchange value, his point is that
bourgeois society does not efface old structures of value but subsumes them. Old
modes of honor and dignity do not die; instead they get incorporated into the
market, take on price tags, gain a new life as commodities. Thus, any imaginable
mode of human conduct becomes morally permissible the moment it becomes
economically possible, becomes ‘valuable;” anything goes if it pays. This is what

modern nihilism is all about. (111)

By pointing out how, in Marxist thought, what is honorable and real cannot be measured
independent from the economic system of valorization, and that a transcendent and ethical value
judgement system does not exist outside of capitalism, Berman opens up the discussion of how to
create value that is intrinsic and authentic to ourselves. He reads The Communist Manifesto as a
modernist text, challenging the more common sociological approach of analyzing the traits of
modern life through the prism of Marxism: he reads Marxism through the prism of modernism.
This theoretical reversal enables him to address possible contradictions in the main Marxist idea
that productive and innovative methods of bourgeois society provides the means through which
a communal life can be built upon the ashes of overthrown capitalism. He problematizes the
assumption in Marxist thought that, with the abolition of capitalism and elimination of the class
difference between bourgeoisie and proletariat, people will be able to gain their agency and true
sense of self devoid of the pressure of economic status and prestige. Berman asks: “But if

bourgeois society is as volatile as Marx thinks it is, how can its people ever settle on any real
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selves?” (110). Overall, he encourages the reader to ponder the question of the authentic self and

identity, forcing us to reflect upon our sociopolitical existence.

This line of thought inevitably leads us to postmodernism and the loss of self. This is where the
investigation of subcultures also finds its place, since subcultures promote communality and
individualism (i.e. DIY practices) at the same time, while not necessarily making any direct
claims of building a completely new future. Subcultural lives lay bare the potential
meaninglessness that emerges from the idea of self as an independent concept that is
disassociated from capital. This activity of laying bare embodies the nihilist ideology that
“coalesce[s] around praxis” (Clark 230) (“Punk is dead. Long live punk” as the famous graffiti
from 1970s goes [Clark 223]). Punk subcultures can be seen as a response to modern nihilism;
the contradictions within this response provide the tools for confrontational strategies that can
help coping with the contradictions on the level of the self. Berman renders the idea of a free self
as unattainable and places the unattainability of this freedom at the core of his interpretation of
modern nihilism that emerges at the thought of destroying capitalism and founding a new
modernity: “The nature of the newly naked modern man may turn out to be just as elusive and
mysterious as that of the old, clothed one, maybe even more elusive, because there will no longer

be any illusion of a real self underneath the mask” (110).

There is a fundamental lack here. As Angela McRobbie detects in her early review of Berman’s
book, “there is no analysis of gender in this meta-critique” (“All That is” 130). What happens to
people who do not identify as “man” in this paradoxical existence? This question could have been
useful to explore ideas around the attainability of a free self - something to be created out of the
experiential knowledge of oppression and exclusion, rather than found by “the newly naked
modern man.” However, Berman is not inattentive to subcultures as he views cities and

urbanization as sites for potential changes, perhaps, the space of possibles.

This unattainability of a free self is closely linked to the metaphor of the death of punk: punk, as a
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subculture, can only reproduce, develop and maintain itself as long as it has the underground
habitat that is produced by the very socioeconomic system that it aims to attack. This
contradiction seems to be the reason why the “punk is (not) dead” debate has always occupied
the discussions around the authenticity and longevity of punk. For example, this situation is
summarized by Jude Davies as “the punk is dead debate carried out among interested parties
almost since punk’s inception” (4), clarifying that the death of punk debate itself has been a part
of punk’s construction, paralleling the contradiction about the free self that modern nihilism
exposes. Drawing from this trajectory, this thesis discusses whether the field of subcultures is
where the discussion of individualism could go beyond passive consumerism, and instead, point
to the possibilities of collective production through striving to embody the ideal “everybody can
do it” and the DIY punk aesthetic. Berman asserts that modern art and literature may have failed
at exposing its own participation in the brutality of modernization and the attendant
normalization of class difference and subordination, resulting in the continuation of the
hierarchical dichotomy of high and low cultures. Angela McRobbie, while considering the
influence of punk on the new generation of women in the 1980s in the USA in her reading of
Berman, sees the potential for creating the space of possibles through the recognition of “new
forms of misery” that she detects in Berman’s text. She is less romantic about the urban aesthetics
and more attentive to the underground forms of resistance, the inevitable cooperation between

punk and feminism, and the power of subcultures:

All that is Solid urges us to consider not only the new forms of misery which
capitalism in its decline creates but also the new forms of culture and politics which
direct experience of these conditions brings into being. And for the Women’s
Movement this might mean new and different, even unrecognizable, forms of

feminism appearing across a range of social locations. (133)

Following the role of political movements in the cultivation of subcultures, can we claim that
subcultures might offer what modernist art could not do, that is, the exposition of its own
position in the industry? Can the “everybody can do it” aesthetic subvert the promotion of
individualism by way of casting everyone, especially minority groups, as artists who are primarily

active creators rather than passive consumers? This is not to say that subcultural productions do
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not promote individualism; on the contrary, they offer everyone a space to participate, rendering

individual participation as important as the act/product itself.

Considering how punk largely reflects the complexities of the relationship between the authentic
self and the capitalist society that leads to the concept of modern nihilism, it is fair to say that
comprehending the temporality of punk depends on where we are directed towards by this
nihilism. If there is a hopeful sense of potential for imaginative values to be born out of the death
of ethical systems in Nietzsche’s nihilism, the “punk is reborn” rhetoric that has been adopted

after the death of punk debate holds forth a similar potential for creativity and collectivity.

The Avant-garde & Punk

Greil Marcus’ well-known book Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the 20th Century contributes
to the death of punk debate and the complex history of punk: “Punk was not a musical genre; it
was a moment in time that took shape as a language anticipating its own destruction, and thus
sometimes seeking it, seeking the statement of what could be said with neither words nor chords.
It was not history” (82). According to Marcus, exploring the history of punk means tracing the
direct and indirect influences and cultural connections between earlier counter cultures and
avant-garde art that manifested similar anti-establishment ethics and shock effects that
questioned the status quo. In this historical investigation, punk itself is not a history per se but
rather it temporarily embodies a form of expression fuelled by the disturbance experienced in
modern lived life within capitalist societies. In that sense, it is something that only lives in the

moment, it is transient, or self-destructive.

As Simon Reynolds observes, Marcus’ free-flowing style of exploration is more “a ‘conversation’
between figures, separated by decades, who have mostly never heard of each other,” than a
discovery of a genealogy (“Lipstick Traces Reviewed”). This makes the arguments in the book
somewhat speculative as the writing contrasts with the traditionally accepted objective tone of

the researcher. Therefore, the work carries a critical tone that resembles the perspective of the
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Situationists that Marcus connects with punk. Take, for example, Guy Debord’s seminal text The
Society of The Spectacle where he describes the style of dialectical theory as a “a scandal and
abomination to the prevailing standards of language and to the sensibilities moulded by those
standards, because while it makes concrete use of existing concepts it simultaneously recognizes
their fluidity and their inevitable destruction” (53). According to the Situationist perspective, art
and language interchangeably engage with contradictions within society which necessitates a
dialectical approach towards modern art, asserting that the illusion of universality in modernism
can be problematized through embracing negation. The Situationist view saw artistic negation
necessary in order to challenge standard methods of producing art and knowledge, and the status
quo that regulates what is intelligible. This is where the effective critique of modernism lies. As
Debord writes, “Critical theory must communicate itself in its own language — the language of
contradiction, which must be dialectical in both form and content. It must be an all-inclusive
critique, and it must be grounded in history. [...] It is not a negation of style, but the style of
negation” (53). The critical tone of Marcus in Lipstick Traces can be interpreted as an attempt to
embody this dialectical perspective because of its adoption of a “conversational” style rather than

following a literary or scholarly orthodoxy.

This kind of project of tracing back and forth the direct or indirect historical connections can run
the risk of “over-reading signs,” but that risk itself signals an artistic tendency in writers that
exhibits a punk sensibility towards these specific histories’ potential to remain alive, influential
and self-reflexive. While for Marcus, history can be a concept that is not exactly flexible, the idea
that history is not over is something Sara Ahmed writes of in her blog Feminist Killjoys. In a
completely different context examining the dynamics between students and teachers within
higher education, she critiques the behavior of dismissal (belonging to the academics in positions
of power) that criticizes some students for being “too” sensitive about an issue and interrogates
the reasons behind this repressive, mostly anti-feminist, behavior. She summarizes what over-
sensitivity can mean to people who are over-sensitive: “Over-sensitive can be translated as:
sensitive to that which is not over” (“Against Students”). By referring to things that are not over,

she describes the things that are swept away within society by the dominant rule of thought,
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producing residues. The reason Ahmed’s quote is relevant to how punk scholars treat the
historicity behind avant-garde artworks, residual artefacts and momentary events lies in the
importance of subjective experience in the activity of “over-reading signs.” For those who are
involved in a subcultural environment where involvement means participating in a ritualistic
pattern of creativity and social activity like earlier avant-garde art movements demonstrated,
over-reading connections in history can mean reading that which is not over. Exploring the
subaltern consciousness in filmmaking, and the inevitable unconsciousness that complements it,
requires an interpretive investigation. Hence, the chosen corpus of this thesis is determined from

this perspective.

A further study that examines what constitutes avant-garde in relation to other art forms and
identifies patterns is A. L. Rees” A History of Experimental Film and Video. In terms of political
positioning, Rees’ embrace of subjectivity involved in his project of tracing of connections within
the realm of avant-garde cinema is more self-reflexive compared to Marcus’ authorial position.
Rees states that his overview includes prejudices and exclusions, advising the reader to remedy
the gaps themselves, reminding us about the contradictory nature of writing about a history of
the avant-garde. He warns the reader about what this book is not, thereby adopting a negation
from the get-go: “It would of course be possible to write quite a different book on this topic,
using the same or many other artists and films and looking at other issues. This is not that book”
(viii). This negation in the preface is not surprising; Rees dwells on the involvement of the author
in writing history by way of highlighting the possibilities of other histories. He also establishes
the political context within which cinema and other avant-garde art forms intersect: “Art, which
is always a form of social surplus, is a mixed economy even in the most corporate of regimes. The
blurring of borders between avant-garde and mainstream is no new phenomenon; it
characterizes the century” (4). He continues: “For much of history the avant-garde has
questioned this assumption of cinema as cultural myth and industrial product, and offered a
number of alternative ways of seeing. At the same time, the act of seeing — and hence of illusion
and spectacle - is itself put into question” (5). Considering the self-awareness of subjectivity in

his investigation of the history of avant-garde cinema and his embrace of a dialectical perspective

30



that does not view the avant-garde as disconnected from the mainstream, Rees’ book offers an
insightful discussion around the “mistrust of apparent continuity” in the avant-garde that sheds
light on the ambivalences in the politics behind the shock effect of punk (5). Rees’ quote below
also shows that the avant-garde is a concept through which we can find the intersections of

cinema and punk:

Although “avant-garde” is not an altogether happy term, and many film-makers
reject it, its survival in film criticism suggests that it may not yet be drained of all
content, including the survival of shock as a cultural agent and catalyst. Often
dismissed as a merely juvenile impulse to throw paint at the public (but sanctified by
Marinetti, Mayakovsky, surrealism and punk), shock was cast by the sophisticated
critiques of Walter Benjamin and Antonin Artaud as the founding moment of
cinema itself. Recast in the 1970s by structural film to attack film norms of vision and
duration, and then in the 1980s by body-centerd Baudelairian taboo-busters, the
maligned idea of shock as cultural stimulant, interruption or break is far from

exhausted. (4)

Seeing shock as a cultural catalyst and simultaneously an interruption exhibits a dialectical
attitude towards researching cultural stimulants and markers, taking a deliberate detour from
clear distinctions about how art functions. Rees’ attitude can be interpreted along the same lines
as Debord’s idea that “dialectical theory’s mode of exposition reveals the negative spirit within it”
(112), and informs this thesis in terms of rendering self-reflexivity and negation as central
pillars.* Furthermore, Rees’ observation of how certain shock effects have been seen as “juvenile”
in the mainstream parallels the criticisms about seeing punk as a “youth culture,” a point

explored in the next section.

* Echoing Rees’ conceptualization of negation in the avant-garde that includes punk and the 1970s structuralist film
movement, a few structural films will be explored in Chapter Four in relation to New York’s No Wave movement. It
will be argued that the partial appropriation of the structural film aesthetic by one of the most narrative-driven No
Wave films from the 1980s, Variety (Bette Gordon 1983), serves a punk aesthetic due to its rejection of the strict
rules of the structuralist film movement.
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Earlier Subculture Theories

When Dick Hebdige, in his influential book Subcultures: The Meaning of Style, examined the
brief moment of punk as a defiant subculture formed out of the effects of recession and the
repressive political atmosphere in the UK and the USA at the time, he built a perspective based
on semiotics through which the style of punk, as a specific set of cultural signs, is analyzed as a
political agent that challenges the dominant ideology “at the profoundly superficial level of
appearances: that is, at the level of signs” (17). Briefly, what created the punk aesthetic was the
dislocation of technique and knowledge that “high art” necessitates, which is ultimately a marker
of class difference. Hebdige begins the discussion by delving into how dominant ideology works
on the collective unconscious within culture through common sense and quotes the cultural
theorist Stuart Hall: “[Y]ou cannot learn, through common sense, how things are: you can only
discover where they fit into the existing scheme of things” (Hall 325). For Hebdige, the dominant
ideology is disrupted when punks extracted items, images and symbols out of where they fit,
rendered technique unnecessary for musical composition, and lastly took over the aesthetics and
behaviors of “the degenerate” and “low culture” that the mainstream media sensationalized as

destructive, such as anarchism, vandalism, taboos around sexuality, obscenity, fetish and BDSM.

Hebdige’s book carefully articulates what style meant to subcultures to express certain political
and social responses to the socio-economic restrictions imposed by the ideological hegemony of
capitalist culture. Punk was a symptom for Hebdige, a historical era which exemplified the

complex relationship between subcultures and their role in cultural production. As he observes:

[...] [T]he punks were not only directly responding to increasing joblessness,
changing moral standards, the rediscovery of poverty, the Depression, etc., they were
dramatizing what had come to be called “Britain’s decline” by constructing a
language which was, in contrast to the prevailing rhetoric of the Rock Establishment,
unmistakably relevant and down to earth. The punks appropriated the rhetoric of
crisis which had filled the airwaves and the editorials throughout the period and

translated it into tangible (and visible) terms. (87)
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There are key questions here that concern cinema and the discussion that Hebdige started about
punk as a subculture and as a collective style. Can we apply “punk” in more general (“tangible
[and visible]" in Hebdige’s words) terms that are not necessarily about the specific crisis in 1970s
Britain, but more about a larger social crisis in the age of postmodernism? How does “the
rhetoric of crisis” that could be integrated with young and poor sections of society transfer into
an audio-visual medium? Does the postmodern era of cultural production offer a larger arena

for this to happen?

Dick Hebdige’s work can be seen as an extension of earlier subculture theories that investigated
the concept of subculture primarily as a “youth culture” in the UK. One of the most influential
works of this kind is Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain edited by
Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson from the Birmingham Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies
(CCCS), in 1975. These essays mostly casted subcultures as a smaller subset of the bigger class
system and social history, naming the dominant culture as the parent culture of subcultural

rebellious movements. As Hall and Jefferson note:

In modern societies, the most fundamental groups are the social classes, and the
major cultural configurations will be, in a fundamental though often mediated way,
“class cultures.” [...] When we examine this relationship between a subculture and
the “culture” of which it is a part, we call the latter the “parent” culture. This must
not be confused with the particular relationship between “youth” and their “parents,”
[...]. What we mean is that a subculture, though differing in important ways - in its
“focal concerns,” its peculiar shapes and activities — from the culture from which it
derives, will also share some things in common with that “parent” culture. The
bohemian subculture of the avant-garde which has arisen from time to time in the
modern city, is both distinct from its “parent” culture (the urban culture of the
middle class intelligentsia) and yet also a part of it (sharing with it a modernising
outlook, standards of education, a privileged position vis-a-vis productive labour,

and so on). (4)

Playing a critical role in the development of cultural studies as a field drawing largely from
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Marxist philosophers such as Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser, Stuart Hall — the director of
the Birmingham CCCS at the time when the subcultural studies started to blossom - paved the
way for the Marxist readings of subcultures first and foremost as an expression of the
subordinated class. Hall’s work has captured many aspects of the process of marginalization
under dominant ideology, mainly Thatcherism, and the politics of identity, race, difference and
otherness (Alexander).” While Hall’s Marxist perspective continues to influence many scholars to
analyze cultural productions and societal patterns from a class-based approach, some of the
theories around subcultures based on Hall’s work have been criticized for their fixed ideological

framework.

Jack Halberstam observes that this approach “is trapped in the oedipal framework that pits the
subculture against parent culture” (“What’s That” 319) and he posits queer subcultures against
this perspective: “[QJueer subcultures are not simply spin-offs from some distant youth culture
like punk; as we will see in relation to riot dyke, queer music subcultures may be as likely to draw
upon women’s music from the 1970s and early 1980s as upon British punk circa 1977” (320).
Halberstam's presentation of dyke subcultures shows the diversity within queer communities in
terms of their style and music. From riot grrrl punk bands and drag king performers who imitate
boy bands, to the queercore movement and slam poetry, which carries influences from rap
subculture and attracts queer musicians and spoken word artists of color, Halberstam covers
considerable ground in terms of different subcultures (alternative to the initial British mid-70s
punk) and necessitates a perspective that can escape the connotations of youth/parent
terminology. How queer subcultures blur the border between the cultural theorist and the
subculture participant is another important aspect of Halberstam’s research in terms of the
longevity of certain subcultural behaviors and the challenges they presented to heteronormative

culture.

* For a detailed account of how Hall’s work expanded the intersections of race studies and cultural studies as well as
an exploration of the entrances of his own identity as a point of reference for the theoretical discussions around race
and diaspora - he has been cited at times as “a theorist of black Britain” — please see Claire Alexander’s dissection of
“the issue of both Hall's raced identity and his impact on the study of race” in her article “Stuart Hall and Race”(465).
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We can say that the earlier ideas around punk aesthetics and politics of identity in subcultures
have been very much influenced by Western schools of thought based on Marxism, including
The Frankfurt School and the Birmingham Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies. They
maintained the tone of the objective researcher who locates themselves at a distance from their
subjects, thereby potentially losing touch with experiential knowledge that comes with being a
member of a subculture (though this is not to assert that the academics at CCCS were not
personally involved in subcultures, but to highlight their positionality in their theoretical
engagement with the subject of subculture). There are scholarly works that address the early
subculture studies’ positionality issue, written by academics who choose to use their subcultural
experiences within their theorization on a visible level. These more contemporary works mostly
begin with the personal story of its author’s or editors’ own affinities with punk, presenting
detailed accounts of punk that could only exist through its writers’ experiences. They present
overall a critical agenda that reveals that the “objective researcher” approach can be problematic
when it comes to researching subcultures that share an aesthetic and a set of values that are
individually adopted by members in such different ways that trying to pin down a subcultural

experience comes across as an authoritarian and one-dimensional project.

Some of the earlier sociological works showed us how this dimension simplified aspects of
subcultures, such as gender, race and sexuality, that were essential to their later regenerations and
iterations in different time-places, as also carefully documented in Duncombe and Tremblay’s
White Riot. As observed above, this book collects personal essays by a variety of writers, from
James Baldwin to Patti Smith, creating a collage that guides us through the changing perceptions
of race and white privilege surrounding the history of punk. This is a resource that can fill certain
gaps in theoretical studies that lacked the visibility and immediacy of experience, as much as it
can be used to trace how the politics of (in)visibility of race is blended in the ways we think of the
punk figure: processes of erasure in culture were not the main reference points in the earlier
subculture theories even though these processes underpinned the development of these theories.
Here, it is also important to mention Angela McRobbie’s widely cited and translated article

“Settling Accounts with Subculture,” a feminist critique of subculture theories, including
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Hebdige’s Subcultures, bringing sexual politics and gender into this field. McRobbie dissects how
Hebdige’s Subcultures actually differs from the earlier theories in Resistance Through Rituals,
detecting that “neither book takes us very far in understanding youth and gender” (“Settling” 24).
As a fellow CCCS academic at the time, McRobbie’s intervention into the “absences” in the

subculture theories shed light on their male-centric positionalities.

On another note, Halberstam, years later, also acknowledges how masculine aspects of the punk
subculture could attract all genders and how influential punk has been for certain queer
subcultures, despite some of the earlier punk bands’ association with certain fascist and
homophobic aesthetics. How does the political ambivalence of earlier punk communicate with
the predominantly representation-oriented politics of queer culture? This question will be
explored in later chapters on the intersections of punk and queer subcultures, especially with
regards to the anti-social aesthetics of the queercore movement and Bruce LaBruce’s early punk

films that directly made references to the homophobic sections of the punk subculture.

Halberstam also touches upon certain traits that dyke and queer performers share in their art,
such as irony, parody, self-reflexivity and “politics of refusal - the refusal to grow up and enter
the heteronormative adulthoods implied by the concepts of progress and maturity” (“What’s
That” 330). Even though the documented history of Anglo-Saxon punks in the 1970s consists of
mainly young people and the “death” of this initial “youth culture” has been commonly accepted,
the less documented queer subcultures from then and now continue to call for alternative
readings of subcultures and aesthetics. Drawing from Halberstam, when the influence of punk
becomes disentangled from the cis-male/young cultural participation, we might reach a more
positive conclusion about its legacy than Dick Hebdige’s conclusion which suggests “complete
otherness or complete spectacle” (Halberstam, “What’s That” 319). Halberstam’s perspective
provides a critique of the populist perception of punk as a concept that is doomed to be

assimilated by the mass culture.
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Punk & Queer: The Role of Subjectivity

The positioning of subcultures in a theoretical framework within which modern life and public
sphere are connected around the free market, white privilege and heteronormative reproduction
has been shown to be insufficient to explore the political potentials subcultures offer. The works
by Cathy J. Cohen, Jack Halberstam, Tavia Nyong’o and Jayna Brown, who analyzed the
phenomenological parallels between punk and queer, suggest that punk discourse would benefit
from the philosophical and methodological explorations developed by queer theory. It is
important here to point out that punk and queer’s coevolution has become a prominent subject
of interest within queer studies. One of the earliest texts that bring them together is Cathy J.
Cohen’s article, entitled “Punks, Bulldaggers, And Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of
Queer Politics?” (1997). Cohen, whose most recent work is on black youth cultures, suggests that
one of the functions of queer politics should be infiltrating the left, stating that “many [...] [left]
theorists have been homophobic and heterosexist in their approach to the topics of sexuality and
heteronormativity” (443). Cohen’s text does not engage in the earlier subculture theories or any
punk subculture per se (“punks” are taken as yet another marginalized group in her perspective
along with women and queer people of color); however, her detailed critique of the mainstream
left politics as well as the assimilation within queer activism has been especially influential in
queer studies for quite some time, as evident in the journal GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay
Studies’ special forum to celebrate the twentieth-anniversary publication of her aforementioned
article (Ramos). The later documentations and works on punk already share affiliations with
research and discussion methods in queer studies, such as Cohen’s, that take the combination of
intersectionality and the subjective experience as focal points. Accordingly, this thesis centralizes
the role of subjectivity in conceptualizing punk, drawing from the scholarly works that highlight
the subjective aspects of research in the context of queer methodologies. Before delving into the
parallels between punk productions and queer methodologies, I would like to underline how the
later punk writings demonstrated a self-reflexive rhetoric drawing from the subjective
experiences of the authors involved. Here, there is a focus on “lived experience” and this

contrasts in some respects with earlier subculture theories.
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For example, Frank Cartledge questions the ways in which the established punk iconography has
been determined by the textual/visual histories based on the London SEX shop managed by
Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood, “cutting a swath through the urban landscape,”
creating a myth around punk fashion (143). Cartledge’s account of punk fashion involves the
more ordinary, the more social and the more day-to-day interactions between the local and the
public, presenting a more authenticity-oriented approach that gives more importance to the
“temporally and spatially diverse” visual historicity than the one based on “an iconographic look,
frozen c. 1979” (147). What is left out from this frozen iconography also informed the absence of
the day-to-day punk experience from the sociological studies that focused on punk imagery like
Hebdige’s Subcultures, as the observable subject of punk was, to the academics, only a version of
the accumulation of cultural images that were propagated through the exclusionary mediated

practices of public representation.

Furthermore, Lucy O’Brien’s personal communications with women involved in creating punk
music address an immediate issue that is intrinsically connected to the frozen image of punk
imposed by the public media: first-hand accounts, oral histories and subjective experiences are
crucial to investigate what type of social and aesthetic dynamics are ignored to foreground a fixed
identity of a subculture. These essays examine the ways in which punk was positioned as a
subsection of dominant culture based on what was visible from the “outside.” From the variety of
topics that derive from personal experience and close engagements with the “minor” subjects of
punk and the impulses of nostalgia, this collection pays attention to areas that were not taken as
central before in order to build a consensus about what the cultural analysis of punk should look
like. It is not a coincidence that most of these essays involve critical engagement with the idea of
authenticity in a way that is psychological, giving room to self-expression of the writer while
demonstrating how to combine subjective experience with theoretical work. This resonates with
the focus on subjectivity in queer methodologies as well as the “personal is political” rhetoric of

the second-wave feminism.

The feminist rhetoric of “personal is political” influenced the identity politics of LGBT+ activism
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of the last 60 years. Feminist and LGBTI+ activism have been integral to the formation of queer
studies. Hence, the traditional role of the objective researcher started to become problematized
by academics who believed in the importance of subjective experience when researching certain
subjects and the ways in which these subjects themselves are formed. One of the most practical
effects of queer theory is producing the possibility of new methods that take into account
personal experience as equally important as collected data, which contrasts with certain sections
of social sciences and humanities that insist on empirical and quantitative methods. It is the aim
here to draw connections between how queer methods emerged and were received within
different disciplines, and my own research topic, punk aesthetics in cinema. Researching queer
methods and methodologies is a challenging one, since the idea of thinking about research
methods in terms of the critique of identity within queer theory is relatively new and the
definitions are very much in flux. What follows brings together two distinctively destabilizing
methodological discussions on producing (queer) theory and (punk) art, the first of which

explores how queer studies has an impact on cultural theory in terms of research techniques.

One of the key resources that exemplify such studies is the collection, Queer Methods and
Methodologies: Intersecting Queer Theories and Social Sciences Research, published in 2011 and
edited by Kath Browne and Catherine J. Nash. As they express in their introduction, they reject
putting forward a definition of queer, defining their main purpose as to encourage their
contributors to attribute their own meaning to “queer.” This way, they give importance to the
opaqueness of the term, in order to “explore the internal ‘boundary policing”™ and “to keep
current sets of meanings associated with queer in circulation while also allowing room [...] for
others that are yet unknown, unasked or unacknowledged” (Browne and Nash 8-9). As a result,
the most visible commonality in the collection is that all authors integrate “queer” into their own
research, presenting ideas not just through illustrating, but also through questioning the
usefulness of queer theorizing itself. The authors' subjective experiences with this unorthodox
approach towards academic study become crucial to the collection, bringing subjectivity to the

fore and, thus, challenging the traditional ideas around “objective research.”
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Current debates around whether the term “queer” can describe a research methodology, or,
whether queer theory could create methods that are “queer,” are mainly held among researchers
within the field of sociology. While the former approach to the description of “queer
methodologies” considers how a presupposed methodology can be reformed and reframed as
“queer,” the latter approach takes as its focus how a new methodology can be constructed
through a “queer” perspective. The difference between these two approaches to how to define a
“queer methodology” underlines one of the functions of queer theory, that is, the destabilization
of the grounds on which academic research stands: Are we going to take traditional research
methodologies' constructedness for granted? Is not the constructedness of current methodologies
a criterion that confirms the validity and quality of a particular research in the first place? By
claiming to challenge the tradition and to construct new methods, are we risking the legitimacy
of our research? How queer theory emerged, coming from activist social movements and being
informed by post-structuralist perspectives drawing from Michel Foucault's deconstruction of
sexuality, shows that this destabilizing effect “has relied on a humanities-centered displacement
of the disciplinary innovations that were unfolding in the social sciences as ‘LGBT/queer

studies” (Brim and Ghaziani 15).

In their collection, Browne and Nash similarly observed the hesitation towards owning the queer
critique of the modernist idea of “unified and rational subject” within social sciences and how

humanities have been more directly adaptive in comparison:

Queer approaches of various sorts not only become visible in the HIV/AIDS activism in
North America in the 1970s and early 1980s, it also surfaced across a number of
disciplines receptive to the problematic of postmodern thinking [...]. Most scholars
would concede that queer theorising initially gained greater visibility more quickly in the

humanities than the social sciences. (4)
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Even though Browne and Nash observe that certain disciplines in Humanities have played a
serious role in the development of queer theory,® both of these collections on queer methods
feature sociological studies and practices, rather than cultural theory-based textual studies with
postmodernist perspectives: sociology seems to be the discipline that opened up the discussion of
what it means to adopt queer methods and what kind of research that would be. This seemingly
paradoxical situation makes it hard to imagine a study on aesthetics that openly announces an
adoption of a queer methodology, as the discussions around queer methodologies mostly center
around social studies that require certain amounts of collected data of social lives and
experiences, rather than work on cultural productions. Therefore, it is fair to assert that there is a
lack in academic discussions around what a queer methodology would look like in cultural
studies that are based on the analyses, textual or otherwise, of certain cultural productions, arts
and aesthetics. Perhaps this lack does not have to be considered as an academic gap, but rather
can be interpreted as a natural result of the interconnectedness of the emergence of queer theory

and the postmodern inclinations in cultural studies.

By way of having the critique of the unified subject and the dominant methods of production of
knowledge at the heart of this convergence, and therefore not relying on rigid research methods
to validate its own importance in critical analysis, cultural studies has already been destabilizing
its own methods via compelling works by queer theorists, such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Judith
Butler, Jack Halberstam, Lauren Berlant, Lee Edelman and José Esteban Mufioz among others. It
is very common among queer theorists to make use of cultural productions, popular or not,
aesthetics and arts in their research to demonstrate the layered manifestations of fragmented
identities and the effects of exclusionary practices within heteronormative society, and not
necessarily via detailed textual analyses that would be typically employed within that specific
text's own discipline, such as literary criticism or film studies. This point will be exemplified later
through Halberstam's works, but the main observation here, is that the academic endeavour to

identify queer methodologies come from social sciences, rather than queer theory's closer partner

¢ These disciplines comprise especially the ones within wider cultural studies that are more inclined to postmodern
criticism - such as philosophy, literary theory and criticism, film/drama/performance studies etc. (Browne and Nash
4).
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cultural studies, as the articles in the aforementioned collections demonstrate. As Browne and
Nash note: “The philosophy of science literature in particular turned its critique to the notion of
the supposedly unassailable ‘objective researcher’ inexorably uncovering a knowable reality
through reliance on a relational theory of truth - a critique becoming increasingly visible across
disciplinary boundaries” (4). Following Browne and Nash, can we say that the critique of the
unwavering position of “the objective researcher” is not as inherent in the social sciences in terms
of its analytical functions, as it has been in philosophy and cultural studies? Could that be the
reason why it is the social sciences, rather than cultural theory, that requires and produces the
discussion of the queer methods and methodologies, showing a strong concern about the
identification of a queer methodology and how it could emerge and be practiced? These
questions bring us to the role of subjectivity in this discussion, as it is one of the few common
traits of the studies involved in these collections that engage with the question of what makes a

research “queer” and the practice of “queering.”

When discussing the politics behind using the term “queer” instead of “gay” or “lesbian” as a

mode of address, Eve Sedgwick points out the performative activity that the term invokes:

A word so fraught as “queer” is — fraught with so many social and personal histories
of exclusion, violence, defiance, excitement — never can only denote [sic]; nor even
can it only connote; a part of its experimental force as a speech act is the way in
which it dramatizes locutionary position itself. Anyone’s use of “queer” about
themselves means differently from their use of it about someone else. This is true (as
it might also be true of “lesbian” and “gay”) because of the violently different
connotative evaluations that seem to cluster around the category. But “gay” and
“lesbian” still present themselves (however delusively) as objective, empirical
categories governed by empirical rules of evidence (however contested). “Queer”
seems to hinge much more radically and explicitly on a person's undertaking
particular, performative acts of experimental self-perception and filiation. A
hypothesis worth making explicit: that there are important senses in which “queer”

can signify only when attached to the first person. One possible corollary: that what it
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takes — all it takes — to make the description “queer” a true one is the impulsion fo use

it in the first person. (9)

Sedgwick's clarifying explanation of the term “queer” emphasizes an activity, rather than a
category (hence the term “queering”). An activity gains meaning through the person who
performs it, whereas a category gains meaning through the commonalities shared by the subjects
it unifies. The political side of “queer” stems from its connection to inclusiveness with regard to
everything that assumed identity categories exclude in society: “queer” is more about the activity
of defying exclusionary discourses around identity and less about identification. In light of this
understanding of queering activity as a method to destabilize established categorizations and
techniques of describing others, it may be possible to combine subjectivity and collectivism while
exploring the issues of identity, representation and societal participation. Here we are specifically
referring to aesthetics and methods that promote participation rather than consumption,
highlighting the importance of lived experience rather than authorized knowledge. As I sought to
underline earlier in this section, punk research has been another strand of academia where the
methods of incorporating lived experience into the study of a societal and/or aesthetic subject
continue to be explored, questioning the methodological abilities of the traditional research
schools to realize the inner psycho-social and collectively artistic dynamics of subcultures. This
aspect of punk research aligns with the discussion of queer methodologies summarized in this
section. This is not to assert that subjective experience only interests punk studies and queer
studies in terms of research methods, but to point out a possible methodological alignment
between the two that supports the argument of this thesis: considering punk and queer
movements’ shared act of confronting exclusionary discourses and mainstream modes of
practice, it is possible to reveal the connections between “writerly” aesthetics that come out of
certain low-budget collective cinematic productions and the queering elements of punk

discourse.

Drawing from the queering activity as a method for promoting subjective and collective
participation in art-making, I would like to turn to punk discourse in academia and its queering

aspects. Tavia Nyong'o, for example, expands on, and slightly differs from Cohen’s call for
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intersectionality and pushes for a theorization of “the intersection of punk and queer as an
encounter between concepts both lacking in fixed identitarian referent, but which are
nonetheless periodically caught up and frozen, as it were, within endemic modern crises of
racialization” (“Punk’d Theory” 20). Nyong’o suggests a framework where the participatory and
negational expressions of punk can be used to deconstruct settled identity categories, rather than
to build a “grand unifying theory of social oppression” (20). This thesis takes up this framework,
hence the connections between punk and queer will be explored more in relation to the “no

future” ideology in the next section.

The “No Future” Debate
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