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0.1The Pet Shop Boys (Chris Lowe and Neil Tennant) during a photo shoot coinciding with 1987’s Actually.

3.1Alan Turing, the computer scientist and mathematician to whom A Man from the Future is dedicated.

4.1British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1979–90), under whose government the United Kingdom entered a period loosely known as ‘neoliberalism’.

5.1The Brixton riots of 1981 underscored deep racialized and class tensions in the United Kingdom in the 1980s.

6.1The architectural style of Brutalism is probably best exemplified by London’s Barbican Estate.

6.2The iconic Korg MS10 synth – typical of early Tennant/Lowe songs.

7.111 June 1963: Model and showgirl Christine Keeler with osteopath Stephen Ward. Sally Joan Norie is at the front.

8.1Tennant and Lowe’s costumes for ‘Go West’ (1993) – a distinct change from their previously dour, understated sartorial presentation.

11.1The Pet Shop Boys’ 2022–3 Dreamworld: The Greatest Hits tour.

11.2Twitter thread reacting to the Glastonbury set in the Dreamworld tour.
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Introduction

Hit Music, Disco Potential, Pop Kids

Bodie A. Ashton

‘A basic principle of my lyric-writing and our songwriting is that we should try to bring ideas and concepts from outside pop into our songs,’ Neil Tennant wrote in the introduction to his One Hundred Lyrics and a Poem in 2018.1 As the more visible (and more vocal) half of the English pop group Pet Shop Boys, Tennant has now been writing lyrics and songs in a career spanning, at the time of writing, some five decades – beginning in the 1980s, through the 1990s and the 2000s and the 2010s, and continuing actively into the 2020s. In that time, Tennant and his bandmate, Chris Lowe, have amassed an impressive back catalogue that would make even the most successful industry veterans envious. At the time of writing, the group has released no fewer than fourteen studio albums, beginning with Please (1986) and concluding with Hotspot (2020). With those albums have come more than seventy singles, along with four remix albums – all named Disco – as well as four EPs and a number of compilations. The group’s most recent collection, Smash: The Singles, 1985–2020, was released in 2023 and includes more than fifty tracks.

The reader might be forgiven for imagining Smash to be the group’s swansong but, on the contrary, its publication would seem to cement a continuation of the Pet Shop Boys legacy; indeed, not only has the duo released more music that, having come since 2020, will not appear on this Greatest Hits collection, but another studio album is in the works.2 Beyond this already formidable discography, Tennant and Lowe have shaped the artistic landscape in other ways, too. In 1987 they starred in It Couldn’t Happen Here, a surrealist film directed by Jack Bond and based around a soundtrack of the Pet Shop Boys’ then-limited back catalogue. Two years later, they wrote ‘Nothing Has Been Proved’ for Dusty Springfield, which became the title track for the film Scandal. By 1993, they produced the soundtrack for the Academy Award-winning The Crying Game, with Tennant supporting Boy George with backing vocals for the title song. Other projects followed, demonstrating an increasingly ambitious drive: in 2001, in conjunction with Jonathan Harvey, they wrote and produced the musical Closer to Heaven, while in 2005 they collaborated with the Dresden Symphonic Orchestra to compose a new score for Sergei Eisenstein’s legendary silent film, Battleship Potemkin (1925). The following decade, the duo wrote a score for the ballet The Most Incredible Thing (2011), along with music for a spinoff play to Closer to Heaven, entitled Musik (2019), and the soundtrack for a Leicester-based staging of Hanif Kureishi’s My Beautiful Laundrette (2019). In between all of this, their music was celebrated at the BBC Proms in 2014 – an unprecedented honour for a pop group – and, in 2020, the Guardian named their debut single ‘West End Girls’ (1985) the greatest UK number one of all time.3

All this to say: the Pet Shop Boys have amassed a vast body of work, and that body is still growing. None of that, however, has happened within a social, political, economic or cultural vacuum. It is hardly groundbreaking to say that musicians, like authors or painters or other artists, are deeply influenced in what they create by the world around them and the lives they live. Indeed, Neil Tennant identifies this as the ‘basic principle’ by which he writes and records. For the Pet Shop Boys, the decades in which they have been active have seen extraordinary changes. They have witnessed – and produced songs about – the urban decay of Thatcher-era austerity; the crushing fear of being exposed as queer in Section 28-era Britain; the end of the Cold War and the collapse of European communism; the emergence of a hopeful movement of international queer pride that began to move LGBTQIA+ people and relationships into the mainstream; the horrors of terrorism and the excesses of the Western hegemony in the post-9/11 world; the advent of marriage equality for (some) queer couples in the United States, United Kingdom and many other parts of the world; Britain’s entry into and exit from the European Union; and the rise of fascist-adjacent reactionary movements in countries once lauded as bastions of liberal democracy. At the same time, while these events and many others have affected the songs that Tennant and Lowe write, those songs have conversely also provided a soundtrack for those events.

The Pet Shop Boys and the Political seeks to glimpse both ways through this lens. This volume brings together scholars from a number of disciplines – history, English literature, German studies, media studies, political science and theory, among others – to cast fresh eyes (or perhaps, ears) on the Pet Shop Boys’ oeuvre and the Pet Shop Boys themselves. In doing this, we ask elemental questions: what can we learn about the times in which Tennant and Lowe write and record? What can we learn about Tennant and Lowe? Are they simply mirrors of their eras? Or can we trace agency, action, a guiding hand through their works and acts? In other words: to what extent have the Pet Shop Boys not only reported on and reflected events, but fashioned them?

A single volume cannot hope to take into account all that there is to say; with The Pet Shop Boys and the Political, we aim to make a comprehensive, but by definition incomplete, foray. We hope that fans will find new ways to listen to Tennant and Lowe, that academics will recognize the potential importance of the Pet Shop Boys to our disciplines, and that newcomers might be as entranced as we are by the Pet Shop Boys’ ‘alchemy’. Their endurance, we argue, not only reflects their ability, as identified by the Economist in 2019, to ‘transmute sadness into joy’,4 but rather a singular ability to bear witness to, reflect and also shape distinct moments in identity formation and politics. The Pet Shop Boys are not just a source through which history can be viewed. They themselves are history.

But if is wasn’t and isn’t were: reading the Pet Shop Boys academically

Neil Tennant and Chris Lowe began recording music together in the early 1980s, after a fateful meeting in a hi-fi store in Chelsea in 1981. Tennant, who had majored in history at a polytechnic, was a journalist and editor at the music magazine Smash Hits; Lowe, an architecture student at the University of Liverpool, was on placement in London. Their collaboration came at an auspicious moment, in which historical currents – artistic, political, social, economic – were busily converging over their heads and on the streets they walked. Disco, it appeared, was dead. Rock offered empty, unrelatable content, typified by ‘big and pompous and ugly […] dinosaur groups’.5 Tennant and Lowe’s mutual love for pop music, and their interest in the electronic-inspired styles of Depeche Mode, Soft Cell, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark and Kraftwerk, merged into a palpable disenfranchisement and a complex relationship with the time and place in which they found themselves. After some initial demo recordings in Camden, Tennant was sent to New York to interview The Police; here, he took the opportunity to meet with legendary producer Bobby Orlando. Impressed with what he heard, Orlando produced Tennant and Lowe’s very first singles: ‘West End Girls’, ‘One More Chance’ and ‘Opportunities (Let’s Make Lots of Money)’. None achieved commercial success, but the potential was obvious. In March 1985, they signed with EMI and began re-recording with Stephen Hague, with the aim of producing an album of ten songs.

Chris Heath, the music journalist who would become something of a chronicler of the group, would later recount the genesis of this album in his liner notes for its remastered edition in 2018:


Please was recorded with Stephen Hague at Advision studios in London between November 1985 and January 1986, working from midday until midnight, breaking mid-evening to visit Efre’s Turkish kebab house down the road. ‘We would drink a bottle of retsina, if not two bottles, and come back half-drunk’, says Neil. Occasionally they would take time off to perform ‘West End Girls’ on Top Of The Pops and Wogan, as it slowly rose to number one in the British chart. At one point during the recording, the studio manager said, ‘So you’re the singer, Neil? I thought you were the manager.’6


This experience typifies much of the Pet Shop Boys themselves: in many ways understated, sometimes overlooked but, ultimately, a big deal (how else would they appear on Wogan at the height of Terry Wogan’s popularity?) They blended in, and in doing so could stand above and observe. They were queer-coded before the term existed, but they were so at the time of the Section 28 restrictions on the ‘promotion of homosexuality’ in neo-conservative, Thatcherite Britain. They toyed with the hallmarks of Britishness – sly references dot their work, many of which would be impenetrable to those not already familiar with Britain, and Tennant’s exacting enunciation and his received pronunciation while performing became immediate hallmarks of their discography – even while offering a side-eye to an establishment they felt had clearly failed them. It was here that their reputation for irony was established, one that is at once both earned and unfair. Like all good artists, their work reflects the circumstances in which it was made, but as their careers now enter their fifth decade, they have assumed the type of timelessness that very few musical artists manage to achieve. What’s old is new again; is it any wonder that a group that produced songs about one deadly illness would, as the 2020 Covid pandemic struck, re-record their very first hit in a ‘lockdown version’? As queer rights come under renewed assault in their native Britain, how fitting that ‘It’s a Sin’, the quintessential song of the 1980s gay identity struggle, would lend its name to an acclaimed television production about that era, whose message seems as urgent today as it did back then? And what does it tell us when, as Britain withdrew from the European Union, a synthpop group that has been labelled throughout their careers as ‘quintessentially English’ recorded a brand-new album in Berlin and declared themselves to be ‘so tired of my homeland’?

Songs, like all artistic media, are open to the interpretation of the listener. The death of the author – or singer, as the case might be here – can, however, clash with historical fact. No matter how much a source might seem to comment on an event, we must be careful not to give too much credit (or perhaps agency) and see the tiger in the shadows where there is none. In 2022 I taught an undergraduate course on the cultural histories of modern disasters, in which one of my examples was the 1987 King’s Cross Underground Station fire in London. This fire, which killed thirty-one people, seemed in many ways to exemplify the malaise that had gripped late-1980s Britain: disorganization, moribund infrastructure and a peculiar lack of care and concern, as people who could see smoke and flames nevertheless made their way on to a burning wooden escalator and bustled past each other to queue in the ticket hall. As a cultural artefact I imagined ‘King’s Cross’, the last song on the Pet Shop Boys’ 1987 album Actually, because of how eloquently it spoke to the tragedy: ‘Good luck, bad luck, waiting in a line’, the allusions to the ‘dead and wounded on either side’, and ‘murder’ skulking in the shadows. The one problem with this, as I only realized well into my excitement, was that ‘King’s Cross’ is not about the fire at all, for the simple reason that it couldn’t be; the tragedy occurred on 18 November 1987, more than two months after Actually was released to the public. Crisis suitably averted, but a timely and object lesson in not reading more into the sources than they will actually allow.

Such critical reflection also came at the very beginning of this project, indeed at the very point of submitting the proposal to the commissioning editors at Bloomsbury. Putting together an edited collection is difficult for a number of reasons, but one of them is that, as the editor, you hope that the idea that you have had for the book, an idea that excites you, will translate into an equal excitement for others, who will believe in the project and who will devote time to writing for it. This volume is blessed with a number of outstanding scholars from a variety of fields, as I had hoped when I wrote the call for papers extolling the global influence and universality of the Pet Shop Boys. Yet, for a collection appealing to global applicability, it is remarkably constrained: as far east as Germany, as far west as California, and (if we’re being generous) the equator as its southernmost extent. Initially, this surprised me. I know that the Pet Shop Boys have an extensive fanbase that extends far beyond Europe or the United States. Their very first tour, in 1989 (and suitably titled MCMLXXXIX), took them to Hong Kong and Japan. In 1994, the Discovery tour took them to Australia, Puerto Rico, Mexico, Columbia, Chile, Argentina and Brazil. The cover of the single ‘Was it Worth it?’ (1991) features two hand-crafted woollen dolls representing both Neil Tennant and Chris Lowe; these were sent to them by a Japanese fan. Fertile ground, I imagined, for some truly intersectional considerations that would engage closely with those voices all too often marginalized within the academy, defined here not only by nationality but also through gender, sexuality and disability.
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FIGURE 0.1   The Pet Shop Boys (Chris Lowe (left) and Neil Tennant) during a photo shoot coinciding with 1987’s Actually. Getty Images, Mike Prior / Contributor.




This volume showcases the work of a number of authors at different career stages, ranging from professors to early career researchers. A variety of gender identities and sexualities are represented, as are neurodivergent scholars. This is heartening, and certainly what I had hoped we would accomplish when I originally mapped out this project. In one regard, however, this work fails to be representative, and that is with regards to the platforming of people of colour or from the Global South.

Why is this? A couple of reasons present themselves, and both require a bit of soul-searching. In the first instance, both academia and the publishing industry are in the process of a belated reckoning with themselves, the result of which is not yet clear. The treatment of scholars of colour, and particularly those hailing from the Global South, has long been a source of inequity within the academy, but in recent years this has been thrown into sharp relief. As many in academic circles are slowly waking up to the precarity faced by junior scholars, the urgent cries of colleagues from other marginalized communities have far too often been ignored.

Simply put, in pitching this volume as a work of scholarship through the conventional networks that I have become used to, it may well be that I have inadvertently excluded many who might otherwise have wished to participate. Alternatively, while the results of this work are exciting and innovative, and offer truly revolutionary ways to look at the Pet Shop Boys and pop music as historical artefacts, the genesis of the book comes via a well-trodden scholarly process that, as we are all too slowly acknowledging, contains built-in inequalities and reasons for underrepresented voices within academia to be suspicious. If this is the case, then I can only hope that this volume will encourage further scholarship that engages with the voices of racially- and geographically-marginalized writers and that, in turn, we may find ways to overcome the discriminatory inertia that characterizes our fields.

A second reason for this imbalance may also stem from a similar Eurocentric arrogance, this time squarely on my part. Having been aware of the Pet Shop Boys’ international fanbase, and cognisant of the band’s themes and messaging, I took it for granted that listeners in Rio or Osaka or San Juan would be drawing the same connections that I did, listening for the same lessons and allusions. But this is clearly not the case. There is certainly a universality to the Pet Shop Boys’ work – of that I am more convinced than ever – but there is also significant particularism at play. Actually (1987) – argued by many to be the quintessential Pet Shop Boys album – could only have been recorded in the context of Thatcherism; Fundamental (2006) acts as a commentary on the War on Terror and the degeneration towards a Blairite surveillance state; Hotspot (2020) is a love letter to Europe from the perspective of the ‘citizens of nowhere’ of the Brexit generation. Many of the queer tropes that found such resonance in British nightclubs failed to do the same over the Atlantic, where the Pet Shop Boys were at various junctures either too gay or not gay enough. When MCMLXXXIX took Neil Tennant to Japan, he was astonished to find a fan magazine, Out of Order, in which two fans conducted an ‘earnest debate round the relationship between love and materialism, ownership and security, food and love’, framed via an attempt to find the ‘true meaning’ of the single ‘Rent’ (1987). The crucial issue, they argued, was the fact that a conjunction was missing in the chorus: ‘I love you / You pay my rent’, and the contention lay in whether Tennant meant to sing ‘I love you but you pay my rent’ or ‘I love you that you pay my rent.’ With bemusement, Tennant told Chris Heath that there was no need whatsoever for any insertion, as the two lines represented ‘two separate functions: “I love you” and “you pay my rent” ’.7 That which seemed self-evident to Tennant was not necessarily so to his audience, especially an audience that shared neither his language nor his background. It is also not to be underestimated that a world still imprinted with the legacies of British imperialism may stand on unsteady ground when considering the Pet Shop Boys: a group that, on the one hand, has been outspoken in its criticism of the Royal Family – ‘I think he should be garrotted,’ Lowe once said (likely sardonically) of now-King Charles III8 – but that, on the other hand, self-consciously reflects a quintessential Englishness, and that also toys playfully with the language and trappings of empire.9

The Pet Shop Boys do not speak to global or transracial experiences precisely because they cannot, and in some cases they seem to recognize this themselves. In this regard, it is perhaps of little surprise that this book reflects this situation. It is, however, our hope and intention that this volume might open up new avenues by which to consider Tennant and Lowe’s decades-long careers, for which perspectives from outside a white, Global North baseline are not only welcome but, in our opinion, desired and overdue.

Bourgeois constructs

This collection is comprised of twelve chapters divided into four sections, each engaging with overarching themes within the Pet Shop Boys’ oeuvre. The first focuses on what here is termed the ‘personal-political’, that is, the intersection between the artistic personae and political commentary. We open with Antares Russell Leask’s ‘Che Guevara and Debussy to a Disco Beat: Intellectualism and the Pet Shop Boys’, which lays the programmatic foundations for this work. Leask argues for an intellectual rereading of the Pet Shop Boys, considered through the lens of a group too often dismissed as ‘inauthentic pop’. In doing so, Leask reflects on the joy of being an academic and a Pet Shop Boys fan, and of combining the two.

Adrian Daub’s ‘The End of the West’ reconsiders the use of chorus in Pet Shop Boys songs as a signifier of community and the struggles, both internal and external, engendered within that concept. While the Pet Shop Boys had occasionally used choral backing beforehand, most notably in 1990’s ‘My October Symphony’, with the advent of the disco-inspired Very (1993) the chorus became a vital element to the Pet Shop Boys’ most explicitly queer works, typified by that album’s famous cover of the Village People’s ‘Go West’. Daub orders the tonal experience of the chorus within the stories expressed in the songs, recognizing its use not only as a signifier of queer experience (indeed, consciously recalling the style of gay pioneer acts such as the Village People themselves) but also a means by which to express the cynical flipside of community. Thus, while the Pet Shop Boys often revel in gay existence, their compositions also reflect the realities of that existence, with harmonious voices often bringing to light doubt and conflict rather than unequivocal and naïve affirmation.

In ‘He Dreamed of Machines: Queer Heritage and the Pet Shop Boys “Turing Test” ’, I turn my attention to the Pet Shop Boys’ 2014 appearance at the BBC Proms, and the premiere of their operatic biography of the computer pioneer, mathematician and Second World War code-breaker Alan Turing, who was convicted in 1952 because of ‘homosexual acts’ and who ultimately took his own life. This was Tennant and Lowe’s second intervention on behalf of Turing’s legacy – in 2012, Tennant personally requested that the British government posthumously pardon Turing. However, I argue that both this appeal and the stage production, A Man from the Future, are not isolated incidents but rather logical culminations of consistent, decades-long activism and outreach that Tennant and Lowe have undertaken in the service of LGBTQIA+ rights.

The second section of this collection examines the Pet Shop Boys’ relationship with the political-economic realities of the world in which they have performed (and upon which they have editorialized) since the 1980s. Having come to prominence in the mid-1980s, and being active ever since, the Pet Shop Boys’ genesis was dominated by the Cold War, the supposed triumph of neoliberal capitalism over Soviet communism and ultimately the discrediting and crumbling of the neoliberal façade, leading inexorably to the seemingly contradictory but paradoxically symbiotic phenomena of hyper-capitalist consumption and the ‘tightening of belts’ of stark austerity politics. Jonathan Dean’s ‘Buying and Selling Your History’ turns inwards, asking what the Pet Shop Boys understand neoliberalism to be. In doing so, Dean argues that the neoliberal critiques inherent in Please and Actually continue not only to permeate later Pet Shop Boys albums, singles and B-sides, but also to reflect that the damage wrought by Thatcher undergirds the key socio-economic difficulties faced by the United Kingdom to the present day. Thus, while Tennant and Lowe do not necessarily offer us blueprints to overcome the disasters of finance-at-all-costs, perhaps they do provide us with templates and patterns to recognize and to address as we continue to come to terms with a past that remains present (and threatens to endure). In ‘The Currency We Spent: The Pet Shop Boys and the Actualization of Thatcherite Economics’, Stephanie Polsky places the Pet Shop Boys’ first two albums, Please (1986) and Actually (1987), within the context of the decaying economic power of the City of London and the shift of Margaret Thatcher’s socio-economic policies towards those of punitive austerity and the extirpation of the urban working class. Polsky argues that the Pet Shop Boys’ reputation for irony is a direct consequence of the transformation of London into a dystopia populated by ‘skinheads’ and ‘ruthless City boys’, and that the Pet Shop Boys’ ‘imperial phase’ is intimately intertwined with the Thatcherite discrediting of the very idea of society.

If, then, neoliberal capitalism has failed, what is the alternative? In ‘Moscow or Manderley? Spectrality and Sovietism in the Pet Shop Boys’ Oeuvre’, Carolin Isabel Steiner engages with two recurring motifs of the Pet Shop Boys’ discography and performance: Soviet imagery and the haunting of ghosts. Through a hauntological analysis, Steiner argues that these motifs are connected to a wider malaise: a recognition that neoliberalism has deconstructed the ideals it claimed to represent, and a longing not for the long-discredited Soviet alternative but instead of what that alternative in its idealized form pretended to embody. Thus put, the ‘ghosts of love’ that haunt the Pet Shop Boys’ music are not read only as romantic sorrow but also as a lamentation of a future







’Cause we love the pop hits and quoted the best bits
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