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"I don’t give a shit where I spit my
phlegm" (Tribe 8). Rejection and
Anger in Queer-Feminist Punk Rock

Maria Katharina Wiedlack

The statement and title for my article,! "I don’t give a shit where I spit my phlegm", is
part of the lyrics to the song "People Hate Me" by the band Tribe 8, which is - as will be
explained later on - an excellent example of queer-feminist politics of a punk rock band.
This article focuses on queer-feminist punk - also known as queercore, homocore or
dykecore - music, its lyrics as well as performances and sound. It focuses on punk music
as a form of queer-feminist activism and agency.

The examples of punk rock performers and their cultural productions that I present here
will be understood as forms of queer politics and queer theory as well as feminist theory.
The usage of the terminology of queer-feminist politics - rather than queer politics - is
inspired by the tradition of many activists around the world who have been
foregrounding the feminist aspects of their queer politics for many years. More recently
similar politics found their way into academic accounts for example through the book
"Feminism is Queer: The Intimate Connection between Queer and Feminist Theory" by
Mimi Marinucci, the work of José Mufioz,? Judith "Jack" Halberstam,? and others. Such
activist and academic accounts alike understand queer politics as a continuation of
feminist movements and theory rather than as a revolutionary break with it.
Furthermore, such accounts seek a dialogue between lesbian and gay movements, second
wave feminists and the diverse range of queer movements to build alliances and forms of
solidarity. Considering the concrete example of queer-feminist punk rock, I argue that
especially female identified or perceived persona seek to find alliances with different
groups of feminist thinkers and activists. They and their allies understand the usefulness
of feminist politics, activist strategies and social analysis against the - often racialized -
misogyny of mainstream culture as well as the countercultural environments of punk
rock and queer scenes.
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However, queer-feminist punk musicians and writers combine feminist accounts with
their specific punk philosophy of anti-social queerness or queer negativity. Analyzing
lyrical content - its meanings, its rhetoric, or tone - I will not only show examples of
queer-feminist anti-social accounts of punk music like expressions of negativity and
anger, but also argue that queer-feminist punk rock as such can be understood as politics
of negativity. Relating such queer-feminist punk negativity to academic concepts and
scholarly work, I aim to show how punk rock is capable of communicating queer-feminist
theoretical positions in a non-academic setting, following scholars such as Judith "Jack"
Halberstam,* José Mufioz,’ or Angela Wilson.®

One of the first queer-feminist punk rock accounts was a very provocative article by the
musician, script writer, film- and theater-director Bruce LaBruce and artist, filmmaker,
musician, and zine-editer G.B. Jones in April 1989 edition of the widely distributed punk
magazine "Maximumrocknroll", which brought queercore or homocore into focus within
the broader US hardcore punk scene. In their article Jones and LaBruce criticize the
hardcore punk scene harshly for its misogyny, homophobia and sexism as well as the gay
and lesbian club culture for its shallowness. They develop a humorous argumentation
about the intersections of punk and homosexuality, with the intention to provoke the
hardcore punk scene. One example of their ironic take is the introduction of a dictionary
entry for the word punk, emphasizing its former usage to describe homosexuals as well as
prisoners. The passage explains that
[...] punk is also an archaic word for dried wood used as tinder, the original
meaning of the word "faggot" as well. Homosexuals, witches, criminals, all
denounced as enemies of the state, were once burned at the stake. The word for the
material used to set them on fire became another name for the victims themselves.”
The absence of note on the resource this explanation came from and the general ironic
tone of the article allows for multiple interpretations. In addition to emphasizing the
sexual qualities and meanings of the word "punk" they draw attention to the anti-social
meanings of the word "queer"; their politics seem simultaneously a queering of punk and
a "punking" of queer. This queering and punking, however, produces ambivalent
meanings and can be interpreted equally as sarcasm and/or sincerity.

Following Jones’ and LaBruce’s approach queercore punks like the band Tribe 8 started
producing provocative and humorous punk music. Especially female-bodied bands like
Tribe 8, or bands with female-bodied and female-identified musicians like God Is My Co-
Pilot redefined the term queer to appropriate it for their politics, criticizing the male
dominance within the hardcore punk scene as well as the gay and lesbian scenes, which
seemed to them one-dimensional, superficial, and segregated. Accordingly, the term
queer does not simply substitute for the terms "gay" or "lesbian", but rather it represents
a more open and critical understanding of queer, including ambivalence and critique
towards fixed identity categories. Again it needs to be emphasized that an important
quality of such appropriations is humor, as this quote from the zine "Homocore NYC"
from 1994 shows:

This is what [queer] means: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual. [...] includ[ing] Bicycles as well
as Dykes and Fags [which] comes from its universal use, as helpfully playground? Or
was it in gym class? who said to me: if you fuck men, you're not a fucking Queer. [...]
or a fucking woman. Obviously, another citation will be required to include usage
referring to Lesbians.

In this passage, the editor of Homocore NYC and band-member of God Is My Co-Pilot?
Craig Flanagin refers in an unserious, playful way to an understanding of queer as similar
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to what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has phrased "the open mesh of possibilities, gaps,
overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when constituent
elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to
signify monolithically."® The humorous language, in which his definition appears,
moreover, can be understood as cultural translation of a critical queer theory concept
into a language his fellow punk peers could relate to.

In addition to its fluid character, queer in queer-feminist punk lyrics and other forms of
writing often reverts to the primary quality of the word, that is, pejorative. Attention is
drawn to the "anarchic character to the word queer",' its anti-social character. Thus,
queer-feminist punk rock anticipated what queer theorists like Judith "Jack" Halberstam
call the "Anti-Social Turn in Queer Studies".!* This theoretical approach is grounded in a
psychoanalytical Lacanian understanding of sexuality which posits that, "[r]ather than a
life-force connecting pleasure to life, survival and futurity, sex, and particularly homo-
sex and receptive sex, is a death drive that undoes the self[...]."2

A decade after the initiation of an emancipatory usage of the term queer, anti-social
queer theory academics and activism echoed this initial motive, taking up
psychoanalytical concepts of sexuality. Crucial for the extensive work on anti-social
queer theory done since then, was Leo Bersani’s 1995 publication Homos. Following queer
psychoanalytical approaches, Leo Bersani suggested in his book, that sex in general and
homosex in particular, needs to be understood as anti-communicative, anti-identitarian,
and destructive (see Bersani 1995): "the value of sexuality itself [...] is to demean the
seriousness of efforts to redeem it."??

The theorist, who most significantly influenced this discourse which understands queer
as a negative, anti-social term, beyond boarders and disciplines, during the last couple of
years was Lee Edelman with his book No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. Taking up
Bersani’s suggestion of an understanding of the sexual instinct, to be distinguished from
sexual desire, as such as converging force towards the destruction of the self - framed by
psychoanalysis as the death drive - Edelman argues that sexuality can only be ‘saved’
from its self-destructing and irritating qualities, and integrated into the symbolic order,
by attaching its meaning and purpose to reproduction. One effect and certainly a
consequence of this ‘rescue project’ is that queer in this logic can only signify the
opposite of creation and reproduction "the place of the social order’s death drive.""
Interwoven with sexuality’s cultural meaning of reproduction is the concept of "futurity".
The future of society, which is the meaning and goal of every political action, according
to Edelman, is always visualized through the imaginary "Child".’ Therefore "the queer
subject, [...] has been bound epistemologically to negativity, to nonsense, to
antiproduction, to unintelligibility [...].""¢

Queer-feminist punk lyrics, as the following example of the early 1990s punk outfit God Is
My Co-Pilot shows, used the same language as Edelman does in his famous book years
before Edelman did himself, for example when they sing "We're here we're queer we'’re
going to fuck your children" (God Is My Co-Pilot, Queer Disco). Some passages of Edelman’s
work sound very similar in comparison, for example this often quoted paragraph:

Fuck the social order and the Child in whose name we're collectively terrorized,
fuck Annie; fuck the waif from Les Mis; fuck the poor innocent kid on the Net; fuck
Laws both with capital Ls and with small; fuck the whole network of Symbolic
relations and the future that serves as its prop.”
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Moreover, as queer scholars like Halberstam, José Mufioz,'® or Tavia Nyong'o' have
analyzed, such embracing of negativity, here demonstrated in the word "queer", is not
only significant for queer-feminist punk rock, but also organic to for the genre of punk
rock itself. Punk rock emerged as aggressive anti-social, anti-authoritarian "statement"
from the perspective of a disadvantaged youth and has ever since connoted anti-social
rebellion. THE signifier for the rejection of society and its norms was "No Future", first
uttered by the Sex Pistols in God Save The Queen, influencing generations of punks.
Interestingly, the theorist best known for anti-social queer theory today, Lee Edelman,
used this punk phrase as the title for his popular book No Future. Although, he rejected
Halberstam’s linkage between his book’s title and punk’s central phrase, the link is
nevertheless meaningful.

An additional link between punk and queer can be seen in the fact, that sexual, cultural
and ethnic minorities have been part of punk scenes from its beginning on.? The
rejection of society from the standpoint of an oppressed or outcast group and the
affirmation of this negative status as performed through punk rock, inspired the specific
subcultural and political movement, which established punk rock. This affinity of queers
to the genre punk was not unconscious or accidental. On the contrary, queer punks
shared a detailed knowledge of the emergence, politics and performativities of the early
punk scenes. In the same Maximumrocknroll article mentioned before, LaBruce and Jones
explain in quite some detail what and whose gender and sexual politics among the old
punks attracted them. They mention Siouxie and the Banshees’ lyrics about lesbian love,
they praise X-Ray-Spex, The Raincoats, and The Slits as examples for women fighting
rigid gender roles and mention The Nervous Gender’s and the Dick’s gender-bending
performances.

On the one hand, the "queer-reading" by LaBruce and Jones of first-generation punk
bands needs to be understood as self-legitimization by punks. Showing their detailed
knowledge about punk bands was intended to signal to their hardcore punk peers forms
of belonging to their scenes and culture. Additionally, such queering of some of the
scenes’ most appreciated reference figures is a form of provocation. Nevertheless,
describing the gender-critical and sexual liberating attitudes of early punk and reading
them in reference to the derogatory meanings of punk and queerness, is also a statement
towards the queer community about queer activism. Against common forms of lesbian
and gay discourse advocating tolerance and inclusion, queer-feminist punks strongly
embrace the outsider-status and argue for the usage of aggression, outspoken anti-social
behavior, and a liberating verbal (or non-verbal) violation of rules.

"Not gay as in happy, but queer as in fuck you"?' —
negativity and/in anti-social lyrics

It needs to be emphasized again, that the experience of homophobia and hatred against
non-normative individuals and groups addressed with the word queer were the reasons
for queer activists as well as queer theorists to take up the term in the first place, as
already mentioned in relation to the affinities between the terms and the concepts queer
and punk. When Queer Nation decided to use the term queer, they did because it was "the
most popular vernacular term of abuse for homosexuals."?? To use queer for queer
activists was "a way of reminding [queers] how [they] are perceived by the rest of the
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world."” Taking up the term queer was a provocation: provocation towards
assimilationist and identitarian gay and lesbian politics as well as a form of activism
against homophobia. The aim was not to win support or approval by heteronormative
hegemony, but rather to stage a rejection of a civil rights model of political activity,
fighting for equal rights for an oppressed minority.*

Accordingly, Tribe 8’s aforementioned "I don’t give a damn where I spit my phlegm" from
their song "Neanderthal dyke" or Agatha’s constantly repeated slogan "Not gay as in
happy, but queer as in fuck you" from their 2009 recorded song "queer as in fuck you" on
their album "Panic Attack" can be read as anti-social behavior and a verbalization of
critique, with a definitive political focus.

Queer-feminist punk - enchante provocateure within
punk rock and feminist circles

Such anti-socially verbalized critique is often, as mentioned, not only directed against an
undefined or general mainstream, but addresses other ‘progressive’ scenes like hardcore
punk communities, or - in the case of the lesbian-only band Tribe 8 - the lesbian
separatist scene of the 1990s.

Indeed, Tribe 8% became famous especially within the queercore scene and in feminist
circles, due to their fiercely contested shows and lyrics. What made their songs so
provocative can be demonstrated according to their already quoted song "Neanderthal
dyke" on their 1995 album "Fist City", which was released by Alternative Tentacles. In the
song, Tribe 8 comment in their very undiplomatic way on the politics of the Michigan
Womyn'’s Music Festival*® and the radical feminist scene, which regularly organizes and
frequents, based on their experience of playing at the festival in 1994. "My political
consciousness is fried, I'm not exactly woman identified, I don’t give a shit, I just wanna
get laid by curvy little hot and sexy eyeliner babes", the singer Lynn Breedlove states in
the song. Breedlove’s usage of feminists’ language like "political consciousness", or
"woman identified", signals that the intended target of the song is feminists, concretely
the lesbian separatist scene, and can be further understood as attempt to mock them
through imitation. The title and theme of the song "Neanderthal dyke / neanderthal
dyke", need to be understood as a clear critique of the lesbian separatist scene’s lack of
reflexivity about middle class privileges, their blindness to their boundaries and
exclusiveness. Similar critique appears in the final part of the song: "Feminists theory
gives me a pain, besides I think you like the fact I'm low on the food chain, don’t you."
The lines "never read McKinnon / I ride a big bike / feminist gets me uptight / get in
some heels and lipstick and I'll spend the night", additionally serve as an indictment of
overly rigid feminist understandings of the terms "women" and "lesbian". The line "Did it
play at Michigan, is it correct?", which addresses the annual Michigan Womyn’s Music
Festival and the mentioning of the anti-pornography feminist Catharine McKinnon
signals again a particular brand of feminism as the song’s addressee.

The frequent usage of lines addressing sexual intercourse, like "T'll spend the night", as
well as the lines "Pseudo intellectual slut / you went to school did you learn how to
fuck?" are a statement against some feminists but also the prudery of the American
mainstream. Moreover, such lyrics can be seen as a re-signification of queerness, queer
theory and queer punk as sexually connoted.
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Having mentioned the re-institutionalization of queer as sexual, a second look at Agatha’s
song "queer as in fuck you" seems worthwhile. In their song - which was written more
then fifteen years after Tribe 8’s "Neanderthal dyke" - queer indeed carries the already
mentioned negative but also a very multifarious (sexual) connotation. Agatha certainly
sing about queer as political activism and action, but it seems to be of great importance to
also reconnect queer with deviant sexualities, to make queer sexy and dirty again,
probably against the neoliberal appropriation of queer as a term for a fashionably gay
lifestyle. The "fuck you", of course needs to be understood as an offensive anti-social
gesture and rejection first of all. Additionally, however, it means sexual intercourse. Such
an interpretation becomes visibly suggested in combination with the line "I wanna sing
about liberation but I can’t do that without talking about your lips",?” which can denote
the lips of a mouth, but also the lips of a vulva. All those double connotations and
meanings reflect on the term queer, which is key within the lyrics, and in turn makes all
the other lyrics meaningful in Agatha’s specific queer-feminist context. "Queer" within
the lyrics, in other words, draws on all these connotations and questions the subcultural
meaning and usage of the term "queer" as such.

Many queer-feminist punk rock lyrics play with language and meanings, and their
audience’s interpretations, like the previous examples by Tribe 8, or Agatha. The male
cis-gendered-only band Pansy Division,? for example, play with double meanings in the
first few lines of their song "Smell’s Like Queer Spirit", a cover-version of Nirvana’s
"Smells Like Teen Spirit", when they sing "Against all odds, we appear / Grew up
brainwashed, / But turned out queer / Bunsplitters, rugmunchers too / We screw just
how we want to screw / Hello, hello, hello, homo." "Screw", here, can mean to fail at
something, but additionally it can mean to have sex with somebody. The latter
interpretation is especially obvious in the very explicitly sexual following lines: "With the
lights out, it’s advantageous / Here we are now, so fellate us / Roll it on now, lubricate us
/ Get us off now, ejaculate us."? Therefore it can be argued that such intentionally
ambivalent signification - or "anarchy of signification",* as Judith "Jack" Halberstam has
it - is a significant feature of queer-feminist punk as such.

The meanings of music, though, as musicologists like Philip Tagg®' argue, is never
sufficiently covered by lyrics alone. Rather, sound, rhythm and artistic expression need to
be considered, to fully analyze them. Furthermore, these meanings must not be reduced
to political ideologies or any other intentional messages. Affective experience is a part of
every performance, every reception of music, as well as every writing and reading
process. The affective experience cannot be detached from the meaning of the product,
no matter if written, recorded or performed live. As Tagg and other researchers have
pointed out, "the relationship of words to music in rock is not simply the setting of words
to appropriate music, but the fusion of words and vocal gestures into musical signs
comprised of an indissoluble alloy of both."s? Following Simon Frith’s work, they
understand that

[slong words work as speech and speech acts, bearing meaning not just
semantically, but also as structures of sound that are direct signs of emotion and
marks of character. Singers use non-verbal as well as verbal devices to make their
points - emphases, sighs, hesitations, changes of tone; lyrics involve pleas, sneers
and commands as well as statements and messages and stories (which is why some
singers, such as the Beatles and Bob Dylan in Europe in the sixties, can have

profound significance for listeners who do not understand a word they are singing).
33
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Lyrics do not prevail over sound, nor does sound dominate over lyrics or performance.
Rather, they are all factors carrying meaningful politics - on the level of emotion and
affect as well as on a more rational level. Which meaning gets through to the audience is
different from person to person and to a large degree out of the performer’s control.

Especially in punk rock, the sound, the physical experience and the social context during
a concert might be more meaningful to the audience than the actual lyrics, because punk
is usually more screamed than sung and therefore very hard to understand. But this is
not to say that the lyrics do not count. A few lyrics usually are articulated enough and
signal-words like "queer", "homo", "sex" in the context of queer-feminist spaces can
create a political atmosphere, where the audience has the possibility to participate.

Moreover, most performances are staged in an already politicized setting.

As will be shown in the example of a concert featuring the band Stag Bitten / Negro
Nation, such a setting is created through the announcement of the concert, the
advertisements, or through the choice of location, or because there is a further purpose
like fundraising for a political project, the decoration of the stage, which often contains
posters and flags with political messages, or a table where people sell their political zines.
The listeners own ideological background, as well as its openness and mood at the
moment of listening is as important as the performers intention and the content of the
lyrics.

Coming back to the aforementioned bands Tribe 8 and Agatha, it can be argued, that their
music style - edgy, fast and short - is meant to be irritating, violent, aggressive and bold.
Like the lyrics, queer-feminist punk sounds emphasize negativity and pose as a counter-
mainstream effort. In the tradition of punk rock, queer-feminist punk songs contain only
a limited range of chords, a heavy emphasis on the drums and screamed (rather than
sung) vocals. The music can be understood as questioning the values of beauty, musical
mastery and professionalization. Although the do-it-yourself ethos of punk rock is
intended to provide easy and uncomplicated access to the genre, it is additionally - or
maybe primarily - a statement of style. Amateurism as style can be seen as an anti-social
statement as well.

Focusing on the relation between such musical style, the anti-social lyrics and the actual
performance, it seems appropriate to shift the discussion to the bodies of the performer
and the (physical) experience of queer-feminist punk rock. Looking at the bodies that
perform punk music, scholars - from the first punk researcher Dick Hebdige to recent
queer-feminist theorist Michelle Habell-Palldn - have suggested that the most prominent
connotation that punk rock as aesthetic form or genre carries within mainstream as well
as counter-cultural spheres, besides rebellion and rejection, is anger. In an interview
conducted by scholar Michelle Habell-Pallan, Alice Armendariz Velasquez, one of Los
Angeles’ very first punk musicians, confirms theorists connection of punk with anger,
describing her musical performances in the following way:

all the violence that I'd stuffed down inside of me for years came screaming out ...
all the anger I felt towards people who had treated me like an idiot as a young girl
because I was the daughter of Mexican parents and spoke broken English, all the
times I'd been picked on by peers because 1 was overweight and wore glasses, all the
impotent rage that I had towards my father for beating my mother just exploded.*

Alice Armendariz Velasquez emphasizes the personal and physical qualities of anger, as
well as the function of angry expressions for letting off steam. Feminist analysis of
emotions® or anger,* on the other hand, have emphasized that the articulation of
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emotion can have a political potential. It can be argued that the initial reasons for
Armendariz Velasquez’ anger as well as her performance of anger were political.
However, although anger can be used as political activism and agency, such anger needs
to be conscious and reflected in order to be politically productive. Nevertheless, as
Armendariz Velasquez indicates, anger is always also a very bodily experience. Feminist
Audre Lorde, for example, explained the bodily implications and expressions very vividly
in her book Sister Outsider. A focus on anger, as an emotion as well as an experience, might
be useful to further investigate the politics of negativity within contemporary queer-
feminist punk rock.

Punk as a form of political anger. The connection
between Queerness, Negativity and Anger

Expressions of anger within queer-feminist punk rock are mostly retroactively staged and
well reflected, because they are not spontaneous. What causes those forms of anger lies in
the past or in a general reflection on oppression. Saying that punk’s anger is staged does
not mean that it is not felt in the moment of expression. It rather means that the anger is
felt (again) purposely. Furthermore, such experiences of anger are, most importantly,
enjoyed. Expressions and performances of anger within punk are forms of enjoyment
which come very close to what psychoanalytical theorists have called jouissance, "the
painful pleasure of exceeding a law in which we were implicated, an enjoyment of a desire
(desir), in the mode of rage or grief, that is the cause and result of refusing to be
disciplined by the body hanging from the gallows of the law", as Elizabeth Povinelli has
described it. In the case of punk rock the law Povinelli mentions are social rules and
structures. The expressions of anger, angry lyrics, angry voices, or angry music, exceed
these rules and norms insofar as they violate them. Examples of such violations are
breaking taboos, like screaming angrily in public, using offensive language intentionally,
etc.

As I have already shown, considering queer-feminist punk rock’s politics as anger, first of
all, requires a perspective on anger as a legitimate form of political articulation. If anger
is understood as form of politics, such politics exceed the level of language. Anger is a
bodily expression and reflection of, as well as reaction to, experience. It is always at the
intersection of the body, the mind and the social. In fact the angry articulation - the
screaming, the violent movements of the body and the fast sound - should be understood
as political as such. Furthermore, not only the production of queer-feminist punk is
political, but also the experience of it, no matter whether the shouted lyrics are
understood or not. This, of course, does not mean that verbal communication, lyrics and
other spoken or written forms of language are not key to the politics of queer-feminist
punk. Thus, they are not the only meaningful factor. A consideration of anger is helpful to
understanding how queer-feminist punk politics operate. Anger, as Sarah Ahmed*” has
pointed out, rests on the very intersection of the body, the mind and social experience.
Moreover, emotions connect the body with language and meaning.
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Screaming as jouissance — on the relation of psyche
and the body

How tight the connection between emotions (or the body) and language is, can be seen in
language’s actual manifestation through the voice. The voice is a medium that connects
the body to language and society. It is in the voice that the body becomes noticeable,
through intonation, tempo and individual sound, and meaningful language becomes
communicated. Thus, the voice is never authentic or genuine,*® because it is always
formed by society as its purpose is social communication. Nevertheless, physical speech,
like musical expression, especially through the voice, is a form of agency.

Lacan clearly distinguishes language and the symbolic from the body. He frames language
as preexisting speech and the body who articulates. Language, further following Lacan,
determines its own articulations as well as the subject that articulates it. As feminist
theorists have argued, although the experience and the self’s concept of body is always
already constructed by and mediated through language and the symbolic, it is never fully
so. Julia Kristeva argues in her text "Revolution in Poetic Language and Desire in
Language", that what could be called a bodily rest can be found in the poetic voice. What
Kristeva calls the "maternal body", "cannot be reduced to either a naturalistic conception
of embodiment that escapes cultural inscription or to a human cultural construction like
so many others. The maternal body, the semiotic chora, is actually the place of this split."
3 This rest can be understood as materiality as well as an interrupting force. It is
jouissance, the force that moves the Lacanian subject back and forth "between being and
knowing, between drive and desire."* Kristeva’s account, as Nehring has observed, allows
for an understanding of the voice as "exceeding rational meaning through a tactile ‘grain’
and jouissance [...] or a corporeal significance."*! Although Kristeva’s account adjudicates
bodily expression, like the voice, a political value, it only does so by detaching it from the
act of producing meaning consciously.** The embodied voice’s meaning accordingly is
detached from the subject’s intention.

In the concrete example of the queer-feminist punk singer, this would indicate, that the
vocal utterance’s meaning and effect, are entirely detached from the intention of the
individual, involuntarily, that the utterance is therefore useless as means of political
agency. Contrary to this view, experience within queer-feminist punk subcultures as well
as prior theoretical analysis® established that queer-feminist punk music and writing
must be seen as ‘successful’ political activism.

Combining psychoanalytical accounts of the voice with theories of anger allows us to
understand the interruptive force of angry music as both conscious and at the same time
exceeding the symbolic as well as consciousness. Accordingly, it can be argued, that the
negative emotions in punk music and writing, the celebration of anger and sarcasm, as
well as the fast and edgy sound are a conscious politics of negativity. At the same time as
they are conscious, they go beyond the mind. The experience results in politics with the
potential of irritating hegemony, and paradoxically results in feelings of communality or
community. The communities created through such queer bonds in this a setting are felt
rather than structural, or exceed the structural limits. This fact deserves some attention
because it also means that such bonds exceed the limits of verbal expression and
therefore the limits of labels and categories. Understood as a political tactic, angry punk
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rock accordingly has the potential to connect people, ideas and efforts beyond a
necessary identification or group affiliations.

The potential of queer-feminist punk’s anger and negativity can be best illustrated by
framing it around the physical activity of screaming. Screaming in punk rock, punk rock
researchers agree, has a meaning beyond the delivering of lyrics. To a degree screaming
is pleasure for the singer, but moreover, especially for women and other subordinated
groups, it is negativity. This negativity lies most obviously in the violation of norms and
rules. Although it has to be admitted that punk’s screaming has become a norm for punk
performance itself, since the beginning of punk in 1976, the meaning of screaming, as a
violation of norms, is still present. Furthermore the sound of punk occasionally offends
"the norms" quite literally, when residents complain to the police about loud noises.
Analyzing a concrete performance by the band Stag Bitten, I will further concretize
features of queer-feminist punk politics.

Screams: The voice, the body, and meaning

Stag Bitten is a hardcore punk band from Portland, Oregon, that frequently performs in
queer-feminist punk and queer punks of color contexts. Their presence on the Internet as
well as in pertinent publications is very minimal. Their LastFM description does not
indicate their sexual self-identification or politics. Declaring that they believe in d.i.y.
ethics, and therefore self-release their CDs and cassettes, they do not offer any other
indication of their politics in any self-description. In fact, no verbal expression of Stag
Bitten’s politics is recorded at all. During their concerts they do not speak to the
audience, at least not during the concerts I participated in, and their lyrics are articulated
or performed in a way that makes them incomprehensible.

Despite this lack of information, it can be argued that Stag Bitten fosters queer-feminist
as well as anti-racist and decolonization politics. Flyers and other announcements for
their shows have phrases like "support brown punx", and they perform in lineups with
bands known for their queer-feminist decolonial politics. Most obviously the members of
Stag Bitten show queer-feminist politics, however, when performing under the name
Negro Nation. Interestingly, they use this name only when covering other bands’ songs.
The name Negro Nation can be read as reference to political accounts by people of color
like Chicano Nation or African nationalism. African nationalism, also called black
nationalism, as well as Chicano/a nationalism reveals the continuation of colonialism in
contemporary North America through the politics of multiculturalism. The critique of
multiculturalism implicit in these performances is that the rhetoric of "unity" of state
officials is the reiteration of the old mythology of ‘the melting pot’ of settler colonialism.
This mythos tells that people of multiple heritages contributed equally to one North
American culture - a culture that accepts everyone equally and grants every person equal
opportunities. Such ideology ignores the violent history and continuation of exploitation,
slavery and white supremacy. Although there are multiple indigenous nationalist
philosophies, a common denominator is the advocacy for self-determination or
independence from this continuation of European colonialism. Furthermore, these
movements all foster confrontational and radical politics, less interested in a dialogue
with what they understand as the ruling white hegemony than in revolution and
liberation.
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Stag Bitten, by using the pseudonym Negro Nation, refers to the historic and
contemporary colonialism within the United States. Moreover, by playing cover songs
from the most popular white punk and grunge bands like Crass, and Nirvana, among
others, they criticize left punk scenes’ white boy dominance. By choosing Crass’ song
"Shaved Women" and Nirvana’s "Territorial Pissing" they, additionally seem to render
ironic punk’s attempts to fight misogyny. Beyond their usage of the pseudonym Negro
Nation, Stag Bitten’s politics can be seen in the places and line-ups they choose. They
regularly perform in line-ups with bands like NO/HO/MO, NighTraiN or MyParade who
are vocal about their queer-feminist and or queer people of color politics. Furthermore,
they play events with very distinct queer-feminist people of color politics. The Stag Bitten
performance that will be analyzed in the following was supporting exactly such a queer-
feminist people of color effort.

Stag Bitten played in a set with NighTraiN, MyParade, and Kusikia, three bands that all
include or consist entirely of queer people of color, at the feminist bookstore In Other
Words in Portland, OR on August, 28th 2010. The event was a release party for the fifth
issue of Oza Atoe’s queer punks of color zine Shotgun Seamstress. The most interesting
feature of Stag Bitten is the presence of their vocalist Arolia McSwain. McSwain, who
identifies as punk of color, according to the promotion material for her shows, performed
every single song of their set in a very high energy, intense way, screaming and shouting
from the top of her lungs. It can be argued that it is her stage presence that made a
commentator describe the band as a "power trio that snarls like Cerberus at the gates of
the underworld."* The experience of McSwain’s strong, sharp and loud voice, is further
intensified by her bodily movements and her facial expression. Her whole body
communicates intense emotions - rage and anger, so it seems, but also a lot of pleasure.
During every song she seems detached from the place, in a stage of agitation. It is exactly
the word ‘drive’ or force that describes McSwain’s performance best. Yet she clearly
remains connected to her fellow band mates, who provide the beats and melodies to her
screams and additionally makes a strong connection to her audience. The audience
seemed fascinated by her outburst, and drawn into her world, some even seem to
participate in her drive. McSwain seemed to consciously lead the crowd, paradoxically
through her own state of loosing control.

The politics of such angry queer-feminist punk screams can be found on various levels.
Screaming in public is, with a few exceptions, for instance in sport arenas, understood as
disturbing and inappropriate, vulgar and a marker of a low social status. While a
screaming man is mostly associated with danger, screaming by female identified or
feminine acting persons is frequently associated with vulnerability. Joanna Gottlieb and
Gayle Wald label feminine screams as "emotional ejaculations",> associated with
violence, or with very messy and private events like childbirth or orgasm. Female and
feminine screams are highly sanctioned expressions, devalued in public as well as in
private.

Often associated with femininity at its most vulnerable, the scream in its punk context
can effect a shocking juxtaposition of sex and rage, including the cultural terrors of the
open expressions of female sexuality, or feminist rage at the sexual uses and abuses of
women, If female screams are often associated with women’s sexual violation and rape,
then these examples seem to voice a collective outrage at such abuse.*

In other words, the appropriation of punk rock as a form of musical screaming by female-
identified persons can be understood as a rejection and appropriation of socio-cultural
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stereotypes. It can be understood as problematizing sex, gender as well as sexuality.
Moreover, punk screams can be read as reference to sexual acts. Additionally, it can be
argued, queer-feminist punk screams do not only signify sexuality on the level of
criticism, as indicated by Wald and Gottlieb, but rather imitate sexuality in its most
negative stage.

That such an understanding of punk music is indeed collectively shared throughout punk
scenes can be seen in reports about punk concerts by punks themselves. In a recent issue
of the Maximumrocknroll column "Bryony Beynon gives it to you straight", the author
described his/her punk music experience as "Concussion in place of orgasm. Safer, littler
deaths."” Wald’s and Gottlieb’s estimation about queer female punk screams can be
argued for people of colors’ punk screams as well. Although the socio-cultural discourses
around people of color and screaming are very different than around white women, non-
whites are both signified as screamers and excluded from socially acceptable forms of
screaming, or any other form of angry articulation, as Lorde and many others have
shown. Therefore, performances of screaming, as in the example of McSwain, can be
understood as a rejection of the prohibition to scream. It is a violation of gender norms,
because she identifies or becomes identified as a woman, as well as class norms, because
only lower classes are associated with screaming, as well as racialized norms. At the same
time, it is also an appropriation of stereotypes, because women are associated with
screaming (and emotionality in general in certain contexts) and so are people of color.
Her punk screams address violence against women and people of color, and at the same
time function as a sign of strength and agency.

Moreover, through the scream’s sensual quality, the screamer’s bodily presence and the
sound, it is able to establish relations between the singer and the audience. Besides the
irritating and violent potential of punk anger, however, the music potentially also
establishes queer bonds.

Conclusion

The examples of queer punk rock and punk writing discussed in this article illustrate
forms of queer-feminist activism and agency. They need to be understood as adaptations,
combinations and creative reworkings of queer theory as well as feminist philosophy. The
cultural, political and aesthetic mode of queer-feminist punk rock is negativity and anger.
Provided that punk rock can be understood as politics, it can be argued that punk music
is a politics of negativity and anger. Located within the sphere of meaning and verbal
expression, punk’s politics of anger communicates social criticism; however, this anger
can be perceptible not only on the level of verbal expressions, but additionally within
music, sound and bodily expressions. Using work on emotions and emotionality I was able
to show that the politics of anger and negativity operate forcefully at the intersection
between rational, emotional and bodily cognition and meanings.

Bands such as Tribe 8, Agatha, Pansy Division, or Stag Bitten use the genre of queercore to
communicate their queer-feminist positions and critique - a critique which reflects
discussions within queer and feminist theory as well as everyday experience and practice.
Moreover, it can be argued that queercore, through the pleasurable media of music and
do-it-yourself publications, is able to communicate queer theory’s complex and often
complicated approaches in a non-academic setting to a (largely) non-academic audience.
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It has become clear why the concept of punk, with its tradition of expressing anger, its
fast rhythms, screaming, and simplicity, is a perfect means to communicate queer-
feminist agendas. By analyzing some songs, queer-feminist punk music and writings, it
has also become clear that queercore does not exclusively focus on oppression based on
sexual deviance. By addressing a whole variety of identity-categories in an intersectional
mode, queercore manages to make oppressive social structures and norms of social
interaction visible. In doing so, its agendas can be meaningfully interpreted as being
closely connected to the queer movements as well as to earlier forms of feminist
movements, while at the same time focusing attention on their blind spots and
transgressing their limits.

Through their thematic but also social affiliations to feminist groups and movements,
their critique of norms and power structures reaches not only punk and queer
environments but also feminist and/or lesbian subcultures and people of color
communities. Through their critical stance towards practices and values within hardcore,
as well as gay and lesbian scenes, they challenge the worldview that dominates these
scenes and continue a queer-feminist dialogue.
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ABSTRACTS

This article focuses on queer-feminist punk, also known as queercore, homocore or dykecore. It
presents some examples of punk rock performers and their cultural productions (Tribe 8, Agatha,
Stag Bitten and others) to argue that these bands produce countercultural and alternative forms
of queer politics and queer theory as well as feminist theory. Moreover, such queer politics are
understood as a continuation of feminist movements and theory. Queer-feminist punk activists
participate in a dialogue with other feminist and queer movements to build alliances and forms
of solidarity to resists the - often racialized - misogyny of mainstream culture as well as
countercultural environments. They combine feminist accounts with their specific punk
philosophy of anti-social queerness or queer negativity. Analyzing lyrical content - its meanings,
its rhetoric, or tone - it will be shown that queer-feminist punk music uses the term queer as
anti-identitarian and anti-social. Their discourses on queerness parallel in interesting ways anti-
relational queer theory, for example by Lee Edelman, who understands queerness as a negative
force in sexuality that irritates a subject’s psychic coherence and is therefore unable to support
social relations. To account for the decolonial and anti-racist aspects of queer-feminist punk rock
anti-social queer theories will be combined and extended by works by the black feminists bell
hooks and Audre Lorde. The black feminists’ theorization of anger allows for a thinking through
of the anti-social and queer at the intersection of racialization. Moreover, focusing anger allows
to analyze anti-social queer politics beyond the realm of symbolic meaning: to focus action,

feelings, experience and the body.

Cet article analyse le punk queer-féministe, connu aussi sous les noms de queercore, homocore ou
dykecore. 1l présente quelques exemples de performers punk rock (Tribe 8, Agatha, Stag Bitten) et
de leurs productions culturelles, pour démontrer que ces groupes produisent des formes contre-
culturelles et alternatives de la politique et théorie queer autant que de la théorie féministe. De
plus, de telles politiques queer sont comprises comme le prolongement du mouvement et de la
théorie féministes. Les activistes punk queer-féministes participent d’un dialogue avec les autres
mouvements féministes pour batir des alliances et des formes de solidarité afin de résister a la
misogynie - souvent racialisée - de la culture mainstream autant que des environnements contre-
culturels. Ils associent des considérations féministes a leur philosophie particuliére punk, qui est
une philosophie de la négativité et de I'anti-socialité queer. Par I’analyse du contenu des paroles -
leur signification, leur rhétorique ou leur ton - il s’agira de montrer que la musique punk queer-
féministe utilise le terme « queer » en tant qu’anti-identitaire et anti-social. Leurs discours sur
I'étre queer sont, de facon intéressante, comparables a la théorie queer anti-relationnelle, par
exemple celle de Lee Edelman comprenant I'étre queer comme une force négative dans la
sexualité, qui contrarie la cohérence psychique du sujet et qui par conséquent empéche d’établir
des relations sociales. Pour répondre aux aspects dé-coloniaux et anti-racistes du punk rock
féministe, les théories queer anti-sociales seront prolongées par les travaux des féministes noires
bell hooks et Audre Lorde. La théorisation de la colére par les féministes noires tient compte
d’une réflexion sérieuse de I'anti-social et du queer au croisement de la racialisation. De plus,
axer sur la colére permet d’analyser la politique queer anti-sociale au-dela du domaine de la

signification symbolique : se centrer sur I'action, les sentiments, 'expérience et le corps.
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