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Introduction

More than any popular music scene that preceded it in Britain, the punk scene that emerged in the mid-1970s encouraged the participation of women in all aspects of the scene, and women created a rich tapestry of social critique in punk through songwriting, performance, art-making, fashion design, photography, music journalism and, later, historical and autobiographical reflections on punk. Musicians and visual artists in the British scene used punk as a way to ‘act out’ against the country’s political establishment and their social values and mores, which largely reflected the experiences of white, Oxbridge-educated men. Those who helped to create punk and who populated its fandom maintained that the experiences of those in the country’s ruling class were diametrically opposed to those of everyday Britons who struggled through a decade of labour disputes, inflation and chronic unemployment. Amply documented from a male perspective, British punk has typically been characterized as a form of resistance to classism and its denial of employment and educational opportunities to working-class male youth.1 However, a handful of (largely female) scholars have also examined punk from a female perspective. Some of these studies have served to introduce their readers to lesser-known female punks through interviews with those musicians and their fans and through historical accounts of their involvement in the early British scene.2 Other scholars have examined the societal and institutional forces that conspired to marginalize women once the punk scene was colonized by the male-dominated music industry. These studies note that women were typically denied equal access to the field of cultural production that afforded their male counterparts with more opportunities to record and distribute their music on major record labels. Without the means to extend their reach beyond local or regional audiences and to preserve their music through recording, the contributions of many female punks have been lost and forgotten.3 In Punk and Disorderly, socio-economic class and gender are examined as co-contributors to the oppression experienced by British women in the 1970s and expressed by women in punk. As in many studies of punk, class is defined in this book in terms of the socio-economic conditions experienced by individuals or groups, their place within an existing socio-economic hierarchy and, in the case of some punks, as a romanticized identification with those who are marginalized within this structure. Punk and Disorderly argues that punk produced by females in the British scene was often animated by intersecting systems of oppression that were experienced uniquely by the working-class women who populated the scene or with whom women in the scene identified. While the frustration experienced and expressed by male punks was largely rooted in their perception of a lack of political and economic power in Britain’s rigid class system, female punks also pushed back against a patriarchy that questioned their claim to any kind of power at all, including the power of self-determination and the right to gender equality. In the 1970s, women were idealized in the media as submissive, passive and subordinate to boyfriends, husbands and other men in positions of power. A woman’s success, according to this construct, was inextricably tied to the success of her male partner, and her main tasks were to attract a successful male and to reflect his success through her comportment, appearance and domestic skills. Punk and Disorderly argues that female punks in the British scene acted out against these patriarchal depictions of femininity not only because they reflected a particular class perspective that marginalized working-class punks regardless of their gender but also because their narrow and conservative depictions of gender roles were especially infantilizing and harmful towards women.

To examine how women in the British punk scene responded to the double-bind of classism and sexism, Punk and Disorderly draws its analytical methodology from third-wave feminist standpoint epistemology, which locates female identity at the confluence of such social matrices as gender, class and race. While this approach might seem surprising, given that punk was roughly contemporaneous with feminism’s second wave and often reflects some of the philosophical ideas of that earlier wave, a third-wave approach offers a more nuanced reading of class than most studies of punk provide because it teases out the experiences of class oppression by those who are also oppressed by gender and race. Punk and Disorderly therefore defines a new set of analytical parameters for punk by looking back at the scene through the lens of feminism’s third wave. This study rests on the premise that class is experienced differently by women than it is by men, and it proves this point by examining the various ways that the gendered experience of class oppression is expressed in a subset of musical and artistic works created by women in the British punk scene.

This book will focus exclusively on the early British punk scene, which is understood as a counterpart to, but as different from, the American scenes with which it is often compared. While punk also took hold in urban centres like New York City, Washington D.C., Akron, Cleveland and Los Angeles in the mid-1970s (and in many other geographical locations besides), none of these scenes grappled with the same class constraints as their counterparts in Britain. Many American punks were born into middle-class suburban families and used punk as a means both to comment on the boredom and predictability of their suburban youth experiences and to resist any expectation that they would aspire to the middle-class suburban lives of their parents. American punks rejected what they perceived as the phony, constructed façade of suburban life that was packaged and sold to American consumers. They believed that media portrayals of suburbia created an image of white, middle-class success that the Nixon and Reagan administrations used as propaganda. By focusing on an idealized suburban lifestyle, they argued, the government promoted a myth of American prosperity that downplayed the fall-out from the war in Vietnam and the harsh realities of the economic recession of the 1970s. To expose the various societal failings that were erased by the suburban myth, punks congregated in decaying and often violent American inner-cities, where they moved in search of a more ‘authentic’ lifestyle.4 Bands like the Ramones and the Dictators also appropriated earlier musical genres like surf, garage and bubble-gum pop to recreate the music that was marketed to American suburban teens in the 1960s and to critique a system that socialized teenagers into lives of mindless suburban consumerism. These bands, and others like them, drew a stark opposition between the suburban teen fantasies recounted in their lyrics and the urban decay that surrounded the clubs in which they performed and that was reflected in the seemingly dirty, cast-off clothing that was worn by many of the performers themselves.5 American punk was a political statement by middle-class youth against the suburban myth and its ideals, while for British punks, the images of suburban comfort and prosperity that circulated through the media merely highlighted the extent to which the United States – and not Britain – appeared to have reaped the rewards of post-war economic growth. As the British working class struggled through the fiscal challenges of the 1970s, images of American prosperity reinforced the stark economic differences that were embedded into the British class system. The distinction between American and British punk is therefore rooted largely in differences in class perspectives between the middle-class ennui felt by American punks and the working-class anger felt by their British counterparts. A thorough study of the intersection of class and gender, like the one offered here in relation to British punk, must make certain choices in its point of departure. By exposing the inherent male-centeredness of British punk’s resistance to class oppression, Punk and Disorderly proceeds from a British perspective. A study of American punk would necessarily examine its female subjects through a different set of critical lenses and potentially come to different conclusions about the ways in which women were able to contribute to that scene and the forms of protest that they created there.

Additionally, Punk and Disorderly focuses on the period from 1977 to 1981, which encompasses Britain’s ‘punk’ and ‘post-punk’ scenes. In an attempt to untangle the terminology that has been used to describe these two scenes and their musical practices, Mimi Haddon (2020) explains that the term ‘post-punk’ is a misnomer that has been applied to a genre that actually overlapped with punk beginning in 1977.6 Haddon notes that the term ‘post-punk’, while admittedly slippery, can be distinguished musically from punk because it featured ‘an emphasis on artiness, eruditeness, or a “new” musical language’ that was structured ‘outside of punk’s most limited musical parameters’.7 In his foundational study of British post-punk, Simon Reynolds (2005) adds that, early on in the formation of the punk scene,

the fragile unity that punk had forged between working class kids and arty, middle-class bohemians began to fracture. On the one side were the populist ‘real punks’ (later to evolve into the Oi! and hardcore movements) who believed that the music needed to stay accessible and unpretentious... the angry voice of the street. On the other side was the vanguard that came to be known as postpunk, who saw [the early days of punk in] 1977 not as a return to raw rock ’n’ roll but as the chance to make a break with tradition.8


Accordingly, punk (and later Oi! and hardcore) was conceived as a direct and critical response to a particular set of socio-economic circumstances experienced at a specific historical moment. By contrast, post-punk was destined to live beyond the moment of its conception through its experimentation and constant reinvention. Reynolds suggests that, in broad terms, the distinction between these two scenes and musical genres underscores a class tension between those who identified as working-class (and who expressed their class identity through punk) and those who identified with the working-class from their vantage points in the lower- to middle-classes (and who expressed their solidarity with working-class Britons through post-punk).

With the differences between punk and post-punk in mind, it is important to return to the point of punk’s overlap with post-punk at the end of the 1970s to explain some of the choices made in this book. I have not limited this study exclusively to bands that appear to exhibit the ‘limited musical parameters’ described by Haddon as a defining feature of punk, and I have opted, instead, to include more ‘experimental’ post-punk bands among my case studies. Using the date of each band’s formation as a central criterion for my choices, this study includes bands that formed between 1976 and 1979. My rationale for the inclusion of bands that might fall more squarely into Haddon’s definition of ‘post-punk’ is that they formed in the immediate wake of punk, and many cited earlier punk bands as influences on their own music and image. Punk and Disorderly therefore explores a selection of female musicians and artists who engage politically through music that aligns with punk or post-punk (or that lies in the liminal space between these two genres). Because some of these artists may be unknown to the reader, I will provide a short introduction to each band that can be used as a point of reference for the ensuing chapters. In chronological order of their formation, this study will focus on the following bands:

• The Adverts was formed in London in 1976. This band was unique at the time because it featured a female bassist, Gaye Advert (née Gaye Black), who is often credited as Britain’s first female punk icon. Over the course of two years, The Adverts released one single, ‘One Chord Wonders’ (Stiff 1977), and two studio albums, Crossing the Red Sea with The Adverts (Bright 1978) and A Cast of Thousands (RCA 1979). The band performed for the last time on 27 October 1979 at Slough University and disbanded shortly thereafter. Allegedly disillusioned with the music industry, Gaye has become a visual artist who expresses herself largely through the medium of stained glass.

• Penetration was formed in 1976 in County Devon, allegedly after the band’s lead singer, Pauline Murray, saw the Sex Pistols in live performance. The band played its first live gig in January 1977 at The Roxy club in London’s Covent Garden. Penetration released their first single, ‘Don’t Dictate’ (Virgin 1977), which was followed by the studio albums Moving Targets (Virgin 1978) and Coming Up For Air (Virgin 1979). After disappointing critical reviews of their second album, the group disbanded in October 1979 but reformed in 2015 for the release of their third studio album, Resolution (Polestar 2015). More recently, Murray published her autobiography, Life’s a Gamble (Omnibus 2023) and the band continues to tour.

• X-Ray Spex, which formed in London in 1976, featured the lead singer Poly Styrene (née Marianne Joan Elliott-Saïd) on vocals and Lora Logic (née Susan Whitby) on saxophone. Other band members included Jak Airport (née Jack Stafford on guitars), Paul Dean (bass) and Paul ‘B.P’ Hurding (drums). On 2 April 1977, X-Ray Spex recorded a live set at The Roxy club that featured many songs that would later be released commercially on the Virgin label. These included the band’s iconic ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’, which was released as the band’s first single on 30 September 1977. Logic left the band before their first studio album, Germ Free Adolescents (EMI 1978), though she appears on the tracks ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’ and ‘I Am a Cliché’. Poly Styrene left the band in 1979 and joined the Hare Krishna movement a year later. In 1995, X-Ray Spex reunited to release their second and final studio album, Conscious Consumer (Receiver 1995). Poly Styrene died in 2011. In 2021, her daughter, Celeste Bell, released a film about her mother’s life in and after punk entitled I Am a Cliché.

• Siouxsie and the Banshees, which formed in London in 1976, became one of the most commercially successful and enduring groups from the period. The band was fronted by the iconic punk figure Siouxsie Sioux (née Susan Ballion), who made her first public performance on 20 September 1977 at the 100 Club Punk Festival, where she performed a spontaneous musical rendition of the Lord
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4 See John Taylor, ‘“Society Stinks”: Suburban Alienation and Violence in the Early Films of Penelope Spheeris’, in Filmurbia: Screening the Suburbs, eds. David Forrest, Graeme Harper, and Jonathan Rayner (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 13–28.
5 This aspect of the Ramones’ music is described in Bill Osgerby, ‘“Chewing Out a Rhythm on My Bubble-Gum”: The Teenage Aesthetic and Genealogies of American Punk’, in Punk Rock: So What? The Cultural Legacy of Punk, ed. Roger Sabin (London: Routledge, 1999), 154–69.
6 Theo Cateforis (2011) argues that punk also splintered into new wave in 1978, a genre that does not concern the current study.
7 Mimi Haddon, What Is Post-Punk? Genre and Identity in Avant Garde Popular Music 1977–1982 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020), 54.
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