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One of the most contentious debates in academia has been the distinction 

between high art and popular culture: a distinction that many would argue 

is now arbitrary as the boundary between the two blurs and blends. What 

constitutes popular culture, and why popular culture matters, can be hard 

to define; and how one answers those questions depends upon the era in 

which one is asked them. 

By definition popular culture is associated with the everyday, the 

mainstream and that which is commonly accessible: in short, culture 

produced for mass consumption. Theorists have often questioned the 

value of culture produced for the masses, and, for that matter, the value 

of something that is ultimately created for commercial gain. We would 

argue that this is exactly why the scholarly exploration of popular culture 

is so important, because popular culture exudes such great influence, 

impacting on everything from fashion to food packaging, and because as a 

phenomena it is intimately connected with education, mass communication, 

production and a society’s ability to access knowledge. Take Professor 

Joseph Hancock’s observation, on page 26 of this supplement, that ‘if it isn’t 

popular then it is not culture’. Whether or not you agree with this sentiment, 

the study of popular culture is now truly international and most definitely 

here to stay. 

At Intellect we have always sought to promote innovative and original 

thinking, fostering new ways of seeing the traditional while embracing the 

unknown. Nowhere is this philosophy more apparent than through our 

promotion of ‘popular culture’, in the broadest sense of that word. Rather 

than simply looking at popular culture as a single subject, we are interested 

in a multitude of diverse and yet connected subjects, some of which are 

discussed in this supplement. The rich diversity of scholarship included 

here offers the reader an insight into the bountiful research being produced 

by our community of scholars and practitioners; a community whose 

commitment, focus and insight inspires us to create bigger and better 

platforms through which to disseminate their research.

popular culture Is INtImately 
coNNecteD WIth eDucatIoN, 
mass commuNIcatIoN, 
proDuctIoN aND a socIety’s 
abIlIty to access KNoWleDGe.
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Why popular culture?
I’m not sure that’s a question 

we should still be asking. The 

distinctions between high culture 

(elite) and low culture (mass or 

‘pop’ culture) are fuzzier and 

fuzzier. Is Andy Warhol pop 

culture or is he high art? Does 

that distinction just depend on the 

venue in which his work appears? 

Does it depend on when you ask 

the question? The movement 

from The Factory to the National 

Gallery now takes place in a matter 

of years rather than decades or 

centuries. Perhaps we should 

stop making the distinctions and 

embrace the blending, which 

ultimately makes both sides of the 

increasingly artificial binary richer. 

 

Why should we be paying 
attention to fan culture?
Fan culture seems to 

simultaneously encompass 

everything we love most about 

popular culture and everything we 

fear, and as such it’s important that 

we understand why. We all have 

our guilty pleasures – that ‘beach 

book’ we secretly read in the dead 

of winter, the reality television 

show that we don’t want anyone 

to know we watch, the pop song 

whose lyrics we would never admit 

we know by heart – but why do 

we feel guilty? Fan culture also 

represents all that we fear – the 

unruly mob, violent football fans, 

hysterical and inappropriately 

hypersexual female fans weeping 

over their heart-throbs. Of course, 

these are stereotypes, but they’re 

powerful stereotypes and again, we 

need to ask why they make us so 

uncomfortable.

Another answer to the question 

of why we should study fan 

culture would be that participatory 

fans are on the forefront of this 

blending of different elements of 

our shared culture. Fan practices 

span the whole range of culture, as 

we now understand it – high, low, 

media, sports, literature, gaming. 

Personally, I’ve been a passionate 

fan of a variety of things ever since 

I was a kid – the usual teen idol 

objects of fandom, but at the same 

time I fell just as passionately ‘in 

love’ with Romantic poets, ballet 

and Keanu Reeves. 

Why a journal on fandom studies?
So that we can stop asking ‘Why 

fan studies?’ There’s so much 

scholarship that starts from the 

moment of justification and I think 

it’s now time to move past this. 

There are so many other questions 

that we can and should be posing 

at this point. The field is beginning 

to coalesce, people are beginning 

their careers here rather than 

arriving here from other disciplines. 

Is this always what you intended 
to study?
No! I began my academic life in 

eighteenth-century literature. 

Luckily, mass culture began in the 

eighteenth century (and I think 

there’s a pretty strong argument 

to be made that fan culture began 

then as well) so I don’t feel that I’ve 

moved all that far away from where 

I started. I was always interested 

in the struggle during that period 

to defend culture against the 

onslaught of what was felt to be 

encroachment from below, the 

‘dumbing down’ of culture. Swift’s 

The Battle of the Books, Pope’s 

The Dunciad – these were men 

who perceived themselves as 

gatekeepers of culture. 

When did you first know that you 
were a fan?
My feeling is that there is never 

a defining moment when you 

identify yourself as a ‘fan’. I don’t 

think being a fan is a label that 

people give themselves – it comes 

from without. To a fan what you 

are doing is not an activity it’s 

an identity: who you are, the 

emotions you’re feeling. You don’t 

necessarily connect it up to a 

cultural definition (or a cultural 

stereotype). It would be akin to 

someone who has just fallen in 

love thinking to himself, ‘I’m now 

a “significant other”’. I’ve always 

done fan-ish things without really 

thinking of them as such. 

What is the best thing about 
being a fan? 
Community! There’s a real thrill 

to finding other people who 

love the same quirky thing that 

you love, who are happy to talk 

endlessly about a scene or a song 

or a chapter. I think fandom comes 

naturally to academics because it’s 

what we do anyway. We research, 

we analyse, and we immerse 

ourselves in our studies. And then 

we share the fruits of our labour 

with others. That’s what being a 

fan is all about.

Read on…  
Katherine Larsen

The George Washington University

Editor: Journal of Fandom Studies, 

ISSN 20466692

Q&A

Katherine Larsen, Editor, Journal of Fandom Studies

INtervIeW
We all have our GuIlty 
pleasures – that ‘beach 
booK’ We secretly reaD IN 
the DeaD oF WINter, the 
pop soNG Whose lyrIcs 
We WoulD Never aDmIt We 
KNoW by heart – but Why 
Do We Feel GuIlty?
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Phil Kiszely and Alex Ogg, Editors, Punk & Post-Punk

There will be eyebrows raised about punk becoming 

subject to academic study, as if the subject matter 

itself were somehow inherently resistant to scholastic 

inquiry. We make no apologies. The effect punk 

has had on the arts, creative industries and culture 

at large in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries is so wide-reaching and manifest, so life-

changing for its millions of participants across the 

globe, that our argument would be that the arrival 

of Punk & Post-Punk is long overdue. Certainly the 

overwhelming response to the announcement of its 

launch would appear to bear that out.

The journal intends to serve the international 

academic, journalistic and industry communities 

engaged with punk and post-punk music, media 

and culture. It will explore notions of the ‘alternative’ 

and the ‘independent’ during the heady days of 

the punk explosion and the ensuing post-punk 

era. Complementing this historical focus will be a 

contemporary aspect, which will consider how punk 

and post-punk are absorbed into the present and 

projected into the future. While music will serve 

as a lens through which to view core themes of 

creativity, iconography, performance, heritage, and 

political and cultural engagement, the journal will 

boast an interdisciplinary framework. Radical ideas 

rooted in music often blossom and find forceful 

expression across media; indeed, the journal strives 

to explore the ways punk and post-punk are present 

and represented in film and television, literature, 

journalism, theatre, fine art, dance, stand-up comedy, 

fashion, graphic design and new media.

The recent surge in interest within academic 

communities mirrors a wider fascination that has 

transformed punk and its progeny into a significant 

cultural industry. However, the layered and complex 

phenomenon that is punk and post-punk is often 

reduced to a misleadingly simple linear narrative. 

One reason for this distortion is the near complete 

absence of professional overlap and collaboration. 

Punk & Post-Punk will rectify this situation by 

inviting contributions from performers, journalists 

and industry personnel, as well as the more usual 

academic input. Moreover, it seeks to promote 

dialogues, provoke exchanges, and establish 

sustainable links between these hitherto discrete 

fields.

Punk and post-punk musical styles drew on 

political and critical theoretical debate, just as they 

plundered and re-contextualized the manifestos 

and aesthetics of modern and postmodernist art 

movements. This eclecticism is reflected in the scope 

of punk and post-punk’s remarkable legacy. By 

considering aspects of cultural inheritance as a long-

term and ongoing concern, the journal will also seek 

to develop an intergenerational response to punk’s 

influence and resonance.

The journal’s intention is to embark on new areas 

of exploration alongside analysis of established 

consensus. Inquiry therefore will take the shape of 

considered formal submissions on related topics, as 

well as interrogation of key personnel and opinion-

formers. In order to achieve its cross-disciplinary 

aims, the format and research base will be inclusive 

of academic submissions, critical theory, peer-review 

and dialogue. And while we welcome empirical and 

theoretical approaches, core to the journal’s ethos 

is that, wherever possible, primary research is of 

preference to regurgitated or abstract theoretical 

debate – unless you’re very, very good at it.

In keeping with this spirit, our inaugural issue 

boasts a wide range of subjects and a variety of 

ARTICLe
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methodological approaches. In their exploration of the 

recent subcultural phenomenon that is steampunk, 

Brigid Cherry and Maria Mellins focus on the twenty-

first century re-contextualization of Victorian design 

motifs in relation to punk’s DIY ethos. Lucy O’Brien 

presents a feminist appreciation of the Leeds post-

punk scene at the turn of the 1980s, calling on 

her experiences as a student at the University of 

Leeds at that time, and relating them to local and 

national contexts. Through close textual examination 

of punk-record cover art, Russ Bestley maps the 

spread, development and meanings of regional 

punk design. Questions of cohesion drive Theodore 

Gracyk’s discussion of the post-punk aesthetic, which 

references specifically Immanuel Kant’s model of 

genius. Brett Lashua and Sara Cohen use Liverpool’s 

influential fanzine Merseysound to document and map 

that city’s remarkable post-punk musicscape. Finally, 

Serena Guarracino considers post-feminist icon Beth 

Ditto from a queer performativity perspective.

Read on…
Phil Kiszely | University of Leeds

Alex Ogg | Independent scholar

Editors: Punk and Post-Punk, ISSN 20441983
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Rebekah Farrugia, Author, Beyond the Dance Floor: 

Female DJs, Technology and Electronic Dance Music Culture

An exciting example of a local community-building 

effort among female DJs was a series of monthly 

potlucks in Portland, Oregon that ran for several years 

in the early 2000s. I was fortunate enough to attend 

one of these meetings on a warm Sunday afternoon in 

July 2003. Since 2001, Layla had been hosting potlucks 

on the second Sunday of every month. Almost none 

of the women knew each other before Layla set up 

the Sister PDX mailing list and began advertising the 

potlucks. She was motivated to start the gatherings 

after meeting with members of the Sister SF collective, 

who were in town playing at a local coffee shop. 

Layla called her gathering Sister PDX. She 

sometimes made flyers advertising the potluck to 

hand out to women she knew and women who came 

up to her after gigs. She also posted information on 

the Sisterdjs mailing list, an Internet listserv where 

women gathered to talk about their DJ experiences. 

The monthly potlucks highlight the intricate online 

and off-line networking strategies of women and the 

potlucks role in providing a safe and supportive space 

for women.

I arrived at Layla’s converted loft apartment just 

after 3:30 p.m., and for the next four hours I casually 

observed the event and asked questions. A relaxed yet 

well organized meeting took place from 4–5 p.m. Layla 

and three other members of the Sister PDX Internet 

mailing list gathered on the couch and the floor to talk 

about the future of both the potluck and the mailing 

list, in light of Layla’s impending move to Eugene, 

Oregon to study dance at the University of Oregon. 

Layla talked about passing on her responsibilities 

as handing over the role of ‘whip cracker’. While no 

one offered to take over all of her responsibilities, a 

decision was made to continue both the listserv and 

the monthly gathering, with the women taking turns 

hosting the potluck at their homes. 

The group also discussed upcoming gigs they were 

in the process of organizing and promoting at local 

clubs and coffee shops. A few mentioned that they 

were volunteering at Portland’s upcoming Rock ‘n’ Roll 

Camp for Girls. It is significant that the Portland camp 

was the first of its kind in the United States, and its 

success has led to the creation of similar camps across 

ARTICLe
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the country. Also, in the 1990s Riot Grrrls organized 

feminist punk events in a fashion similar to those 

discussed at the potluck, using do-it-yourself (DIY) 

techniques and strategies. The hub of the Riot Grrrl 

movement was Olympia, Washington, located just a 

few hours north of Portland. The proximity of these two 

cities shows the support that DIY women’s music efforts 

have received in the Northwest. 

Just after 5 p.m., six more women arrived. Some 

were carrying trays of food, others crates of records. 

Most of the women present were in their twenties but 

their DJ knowledge and experience covered a wide 

range, from those who had been DJ’ing for years to 

three women who had been DJ’ing for fewer than three 

months. Gradually the women moved to the other 

half of the room, where Layla kept her turntables and 

records. Conveniently, the next room over was the 

kitchen. The women wandered back and forth from the 

kitchen to the turntable area. One woman cooked corn 

on the cob while another set up a fruit tray that included 

fresh grapes and strawberries. Layla apologized for not 

preparing her usual batch of hummus because she had 

been out of town until just before the meeting. 

For the next two hours the women ate, played 

records and asked each other questions about music, 

local promoters and DJ techniques. Layla stood by the 

turntables most of the time and encouraged the most 

inexperienced women to practice spinning records 

while she acted as a guide. After a few hours, the crowd 

slowly began to disperse until Layla and I were the 

only two people left in the apartment. As they left, the 

women assured one another that they would reconvene 

in a month’s time, if not sooner, for another potluck. 

When asked about the purpose of the monthly 

potlucks, Layla characterized them as ‘a friendly place 

for women to discuss DJ practices’. She commented on 

the evolution of the potlucks over the course of several 

years, noting:

It’s up and down. Some days, it’s so random. Some 

days two or three people will come. We’ll kick it. [I’ll] 

show you how to do this, show you what I do. Other 

days we got some publicity for it in free [local] 

papers. I had people e-mailing me saying, ‘Oh my 

God, this is awesome’. In January 2003, February 

and March it blew up for a few months there. I 

moved to this space then it shrank. A lot of the same 

people come and I always end up getting one or 

two new people. Sometimes I’ll get almost all new 

people. People hear about it through the grapevine. 

(Layla, 13 July 2003 interview)

When asked about her motivation for organizing and 

hosting the potlucks, Layla thought about the question 

for a moment before answering: 

I have a lot of that teacher in me. If I can show 

somebody how to start it won’t be that intimidating 

to them. They won’t have to try to learn from their 

guy friends. I just thought it’d be a fun thing to  

do…I think in some ways I have been that role 

[model] or that seed here in the Portland scene, to 

some of those women at least, because I was so 

willing to step out and say come over and hang out 

with me. We’ll do this, we’ll have a good time, we’ll 

get together and we’ll be a girls club. It’ll be fun.

Through these informal exchanges Layla served as a 

mentor for other local women interested in pursuing 

DJ’ing. Accordingly, women used both the private 

space of the potlucks and their public DJ activity in 

coffee shops and clubs to strengthen their social and 

subcultural capital related to DJ and EDM (electronic 

dance music) culture. In the private space of the potluck 

they shared information and taught each other DJ skills 

that then enabled them to play out in public, where they 

had opportunities to socialize with other local men and 

women involved with EDM. 

Read on…  
Rebekah Farrugia | Oakland University

Author: Beyond the Dance Floor: Female DJs,  
Technology and Electronic Dance Music Culture,  

ISBN 9781841505664
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Humour, as much as any other trait, defines British 

cultural identity. It is ‘crucial in the English sense 

of nation’, argues humour scholar Andy Medhurst 

(Medhurst 2007). Sex Pistols front man Johnny Rotten 

concurs, commenting, ‘There’s a sense of comedy in 

the English that even in your grimmest moments you 

laugh’ (Temple 2005). Although humour invariably 

functions as a relief valve for the British, it is also often 

deployed for the purposes of combat. From the court 

jesters of old to the rock wits of today, British humorists 

– across the arts – have been pioneers of rebellion, 

chastising society’s hypocrites, exploiters, and phoneys, 

while simultaneously slighting the very institutions 

that maintain them. The best of the British wits are 

(to steal a coinage from The Clash) ‘bullshit detectors’ 

with subversion on their minds and the jugulars of their 

enemies in their sights (The Clash 1977). 

Such subversive humour is held dear in British 

hearts and minds. Historian Chris Rojek explains how 

the kind of foul-mouthed, abusive language typical 

of British (punk) humour has its antecedents in prior 

idioms like the Billingsgate oath: ‘Humour, often of an 

extraordinary coruscating and vehement type, has been 

a characteristic of the British since at least feudal times, 

when the ironic oaths against the monarchy and the 

sulphurous “Billingsgate” uttered against the Church 

and anyone in power were widespread features of 

popular culture’ (Rojek 2007). Rojek proceeds to fast-

forward to 1977, citing the Sex Pistols’ ‘Sod the Jubilee’ 

campaign as a contemporary update of the Billingsgate 

oath. For him, the omnipresence of British caustic 

humour accounts for why the nation has been more 

historically inclined toward expressions of subversive 

rebellion than to violent revolution. ‘Protest has been 

conducted not with guns and grenades, but with biting 

comedy and graffiti’, he observes (Rojek 2007).

As an outlet for venting and as an alternative means 

of protest, Brit wit, not surprisingly, has developed 

distinctive communicative patterns, with linguistic 

flair and creative flourishes starring as its key features. 

Far more than American humour, for example, British 

humour revels in colourful language, in lyrical invective, 

in surrogate mock warfare. One witnesses such humour 

daily in the Houses of Parliament, where well-crafted 

barbs are traded across the aisle. Such wit is equally 

evident throughout the history of British rock, where 

rebellion has defined the rock impulse and comedic 

dissent has been a seemingly instinctual activity.

Some roots
The nationally distinctive – as well as universal 

– humour traits found in British rock music have 

their roots in traditions and art forms existing long 

before Lonnie Donegan and Tommy Steele offered 

up their anglicized interpretations of rock ’n’ roll in 

the mid-1950s. Indeed, many pre-rock and non-rock 

sources have been as or more influential on subsequent 

national rock humour expression. Jerry Palmer, in his 

essay ‘Humour in Great Britain’, notes that the linguistic 

bent of much British humour is due to the nation’s 

general social and political stability since the Romans 

settled in 55 bc (Palmer 1988). A largely consistent 

ethnic make-up and concomitant standardized English 

language usage have allowed for the unfettered 

development of a humour that abounds in intellectual 

twists of logic and rhetoric, nonsense, wordplay, and 

puns. 

Britain’s first professional humorists provided an 

archetypal comedic figure that has flourished and 

mutated across the nation’s history: the fool. Popular 

from the eleventh century on, the fool (later referred 

to as the jester, village idiot and, much later, clown) 

combined a sly nonsense speak with flamboyant 

dance and dress to create a multi-faceted theatrical 

performance that often criticized, commented upon, 

or even insulted authorities. Moreover, the fool’s 

play-acting was both permitted and encouraged by 

the very patrons who were usually its target. A stock 

figure of medieval festivals and royal courts, the fool 

was the innovator of the comic mask, whether visual or 

oral. A rebellious misfit who was tolerated as a figure 

of fun yet listened to as a critic of insight, the fool 

often packed a satirical punch behind his exaggerated 

demonstrations of outrageous pranks, grotesque 

gestures, wild clothing, and coded innuendo. Not only 

are such practices evident in the subsequent history 

of British comedy, but they also provide some of the 

central features of rock’s wild joke-lore. The Slits and 

the Macc Lads, as well as Boy George and the Spice 

Girls, are diverse testaments to the adaptive longevity 

of the country’s fool tradition. 

In its later reinvention as the clown, the fool has 

also enjoyed a long and influential existence at the 

heart of British comedy. Besides its tenure in the 

circus and pantomime, the clown character enjoyed 

great popularity in such nineteenth-century venues 

as the music halls. These largely working-class venues 

(usually pub adjuncts) featured an often risqué humour 

that integrated standard sing-along songs and much 

communal carousing and boozing. Showcasing sexual 

innuendo and acrobatic physical comedy in its low-life 

sketches and songs, the music halls developed into a 

vastly popular vaudeville scene during the Victorian 

and Edwardian eras. Furthermore, the polka-beat 

rhythms, pun-filled rhymes, accentuated accents, and 

jet-propelled delivery that characterized many music 

hall songs are still evident in the music of such ‘knees 

up’ British rock humorists as Ian Dury, Madness, and 

Blur. Some, like the Sex Pistols, have been open in 

recognizing and celebrating this heritage. 

Humour analysis
Historically humour analysis has largely revolved 

around three main explanatory models: the superiority, 

incongruity, and relief theories. All of these are 

operational amongst and relevant to the rock humorists 

of Brit Wits. Superiority theory is the oldest and 

most enduring humour model, dating back to the 

philosophical musings of Plato and Aristotle. These 

thinkers regarded humour as a form of derision, but 

one that could ideally serve as a social corrective. 

The kind of critical satire one sees in the lyrics of Billy 

Bragg would be defined as superiority humour, as its 

purpose is to castigate those in power who misuse 

their authority. In the act of satirizing his targets, Bragg 

literally assumes a moral high ground or ‘superior’ 

position. 

Incongruity is a more cognitive, less emotional, 

theory of humour developed by the philosophers Kant 

and Schopenhauer, who analysed the comedic pleasure 

that can occur when our expectations are disrupted. 

Not all incongruity triggers laughter, of course, but 

much does. Often associated with the linguistic wit of 

wordplay or whimsy, incongruity humour elicits surprise 

through its clashes between concept and perception. 

Brit Wits showcases many incongruity humorists, Pink 

Floyd and the Happy Mondays being two of the more 

extreme practitioners. 

Relief theory speaks to our physiological venting 

of nervous energy through humour. Freud is the most 

renowned advocate for relief theory; he suggests 

that joking is akin to dreams in that both express that 

which we sublimate to our subconscious. For him, relief 

humour occurs when we air our social prohibitions, 

those taboos that society has forced us to suppress. 

Sex and hostility are the two principal taboos, and 

they are also at the core of the topics and narrative 

voices of countless rock humorists. The relief humour 

we see in Roxy Music, the Macc Lads, or Pulp may be 

just individual expressions, but they have a collective 

component too, in facilitating the outing of audiences’ 

repressions of sex and violence. 

As impossible as it is to specify an exact nature 

of British humour or British rock humour, certain 

recurring motifs and manifestations permit us to posit 

some topical generalizations. The ubiquitous anti-

establishment humour of today, for example, continues 

a tradition that dates back in spirit and substance to the 

fools and court jesters of medieval Britain. Assuming 

the role of the conscience of the nation, these are the 

Iain Ellis, Author, Brit Wits: A History of British Rock Humour
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vigilant watchdogs of those in positions of power, and 

they claim comedic licence in practising their right to 

satirize and parody those who would abuse that power. 

British TV has given us such authority-challenging 

programmes as Beyond the Fringe, Spitting Image, 
and Not The Nine O’Clock News, while rock has given 

us correlative artists in the form of The Smiths, The 

Proclaimers, and The KLF. 

Innuendo is well known to the British through such 

comedy mainstays as the Carry On movies, Benny 

Hill’s TV show, and Viz magazine; the tradition of sauce 

and smut they epitomize dates back centuries to the 

literature of Geoffrey Chaucer, later re-emerging in the 

music halls of the nineteenth century, then in pre-rock 

pioneers like George Formby and Lonnie Donegan, 

right up to contemporary rock performers like Ian Dury, 

Pulp, and Lily Allen. Innuendo, with its cheeky double 

entendres and sly puns, covertly courts the forbidden, 

tests social proprieties, and represents the down-to-

earth character of working-class Brits.

Absurdism is another recurring British comedic 

manifestation and its often child-like qualities are 

reflected in the drama of Joe Orton and Harold Pinter, 

in TV shows like Spaced and The Mighty Boosh, as well 

as in the lyrical nuttiness of John Cooper Clarke and the 

Happy Mondays. Related is the manic tradition, which 

consists largely of hyperactive eccentrics performing 

outrageous and physical comedy. The Monty Python 

and Young Ones players are among Britain’s most 

celebrated manic eccentrics, particularly among 

young audiences. The gestures, antics, and attitudes 

of the Python team have often been integrated into 

subsequent rock humour, whereas the alternative 

humour of Rik Mayall et al. was, conversely, clearly 

influenced by the punk-rock purveyors that came 

before them.   

If the manics represent the outsiders, the opposite 

tradition of ‘everyday’ comedy is equally popular 

in Britain. Sitcoms like Till Death Us Do Part, The 
Royle Family, and The Office use mundane settings 

and everyday characters as their foci of comedy 

interest. From within their respective situations, these 

programmes penetrate and expose the broad cultural 

idiosyncrasies of the nation with sometimes barbed 

social humour; The Kinks, Madness, Blur, The Streets, 

and Arctic Monkeys have done likewise from the 

situations of their own song scenarios. 

Pivotal to the humour of the everyday has always 

been the utilization of national stereotypes exaggerated 

through the filters of parody and caricature. The 

nagging wife, the dirty old man, the sexy nurse, and 

the pompous snob are conventional types that have 

always littered the British comedic landscape. Shows 

such as Fawlty Towers, Blackadder, and Little Britain all 

employ cultural stereotypes in order to comment upon 

national dynamics of social class, gender, sexuality, and 

ethnicity, and music humour has been equally drawn 

to the potential and power of stereotypes, with such 

dissimilar performers as George Formby, the Spice Girls, 

and Art Brut all role-playing types in order to angle 

their particular issues of interest. 

Home is where the humour is
Is there an essential British rock humour, and, if so, 

what does it consist of? In an age of international 

communications, multiculturalism, and geographical 

mobility, to align humour solely to a specific 

geographical locale would be both short-sighted and 

misleading. Moreover, although humour is not the 

same everywhere, and is subject to a people’s shared 

values and beliefs, to regard it as a purely national 

phenomenon is to ignore its evident universal elements. 

But are Benny Hill and Ricky Gervais any less British as 

humorists because they draw so liberally from universal 

practices of physical comedy? Are the Anglo-Welsh 

collective Los Campesinos! illustrative of Brit wit when 

their principal sources of comedic inspiration are the 

American indie-rock bands Pavement and Broken 

Social Scene? Such cosmopolitan artists complicate the 

often-prevailing assumption that the best humour is 

local in origin.

Various scholars have weighed in on these issues 

and arrived at varying conclusions pertinent to my 

book. Avner Ziv argues that although the techniques 

and functions of humour may be universal, the contents 

and situations are more culturally specific (Ziv 1988). 

Ricky Gervais, likewise, recognizes this distinction 

when he comments, ‘The differences between […] 

[the humour of] Americans and the English don’t 

exist per se’: the main differences are in ‘circumstance 

and environment’ (Pang 2009). He contrasts British 

pessimism with American optimism as an example of 

an environmental difference. 

Andy Medhurst points out that although some of 

the recurring devices of British comedy – the clown, 

the trickster, the carnival, bodily function jokes – are 

universal, humorists interpret them using local details 

that national and/or regional audiences can connect 

with. These details may be of style rather than content – 

the way something is articulated can constitute the wit 

as much as what is commented upon. Throughout Brit 
Wits the reader will see how accent, slang, swearing, 

and regional vocal inflections are all integral ingredients 

of humorous expression. One cannot imagine the Arctic 

Monkeys meaning the same without Alex Turner’s 

sneering Yorkshire accent, nor would we appreciate Lily 

Allen’s wit minus her cheeky cockney brogue. Indeed 

Medhurst suggests that, ‘The way the English say things 

has become more telling than what they say’ (Medhurst 

2007).

Conflict being at the root of all subversive humour, 

it is not surprising that geographical identity plays 

such a major part in a nation’s sense of humour. This 

self-identification may be either fluid and multifaceted 

or specific and doggedly exclusive; Medhurst talks of 

Englishness as a ‘plural singularity’, though he could just 

as well have been talking about Britishness (Medhurst 

2007). Chris Rojek discusses the enduring rivalries 

among Britain’s four nations, as well as between its 

counties and cities. For him, Britain is a ‘configuration’, 

neither wholly ruptured nor wholly united (Rojek 2007). 

Kathleen Burk stresses the divisions that she feels 

define Britain, citing the recent political devolution in 

Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland as indicative 

of increasingly nationalistic fragmentation (Burk 

2003). Scotland’s The Proclaimers and Wales’s Super 

Furry Animals offer examples from the world of Brit 

rock, their humour showcasing a regional pride that 

sometimes levels antagonism towards the English. Such 

tensions are regional within England too, with London 

being the butt of lyrical barbs cast from such disparate 

northern humorists as George Formby and the Macc 

Lads. 

Sometimes the national stamp of humour can 

emanate from an international context, such as during 

the Brit pop era of the 1990s, when artists like Blur, 

Suede, and Pulp aroused nationalistic pride by mocking 

all things American, particularly its mass of musical 

exports. Such antagonisms, whether local, national, or 

international, continue to fuel the internal and external 

dialogues of the British, forcing them to constantly (re)

consider what they were, who they are, and what they 

imagine themselves as being.

Coordinates and determinants
Quality humour amounts to a lot more than merely 

that which we find amusing; it is a social expression, 

and, as such, feeds upon and from our shared cultural 

determinants. Humour is a community barometer 

too: it mirrors who we are and who we think we 

are, constantly commenting and critiquing in self-

evaluation. The history of British art boasts many 

such critical humorists, and its premier rock humorists 

perpetuate and are a part of this societal tradition.

As noted earlier, to be British allows for the embrace 

of multiple identities. These identities are intimately tied 

not only to one’s sense of place, but also to other social 

determinants like social class, sexuality, and gender. 

These are sites of conflict and tension in society, and, 

as such, we collectively often seek relief by ignoring 

them or diminishing their significance. However, these 

are precisely the arenas that subversive humorists step 

into, the stages upon which they act out their age-old 

roles as the nation’s conscience and candid truth-tellers. 

Such humorists investigate these zones of conflict, 

scratching at the tensions, exposing the open sores, 

and sometimes – perhaps ironically – even contributing 

to the healing of wounds in the process. Zadie Smith 

celebrates this active role, commenting, ‘In British 

comedy the painful … dividers of real life are neutralized 

and exposed’ (Smith 2008).

Social class is a perennial feature of British humour, 

providing a constant reminder of a nation divided. Class 

divisions also remind us that as much as we consume 

our humour collectively, we also receive it differently, 

separately, through our own social circumstances and 

lived conditions. Humour pertaining to class distinctions 

is as alive today in the work of artists like The Streets 

and Arctic Monkeys as it was during the golden age 

of the music halls. Far from a static coordinate, class 

humour – like all social determinants – changes over 

time, ever adjusting and re-orienting with society’s 

historical forces. Historian Peter Mandler may have had 

groups like Blur and Pulp in mind when he observed 

‘There’s a sense of comedy in The english…
even in your grimmesT momenTs you laugh’.
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‘a new late-century style’ in class identity, one that 

‘[brings] together elements from the older working-

class and middle-class cultures’ (Mandler 2003: 150). 

Generation is a social coordinate particular to the 

genre of rock humour, as it is addressed via the points 

of view of young people invariably engaging the adult 

culture as its primary antagonist. Sometimes this 

generation gap is implied by the form and style of the 

humour, as can be seen in the escapist infantilism of 

Syd Barrett’s Pink Floyd or in the schoolboy mayhem 

of Madness. In artists like Bowie and the Sex Pistols, 

though, generational humour takes on a more directly 

combative tone and content.

Equally thematically prevalent is sexuality. Whether 

treated in a reactionary or subversive fashion, humour 

centred around sexuality – particularly through British 

comedy’s traditions of camp and gender bending 

– plays with the nation’s taboos of aberrant sexual 

identity. Rock artists have tended to treat sexual 

humour in a progressive way, as a means of promoting 

empowerment and challenging hang-ups and 

prejudices. David Bowie is generally regarded as the 

‘king’ (or queen) of such humour, and his successive 

minions have been many and manifold. For Bowie and 

others, sexual representations have been intimately 

tied to issues of gender. These have been major 

conflict zones at the forefront of contemporary civil 

rights struggles, and their sensitive and controversial 

natures have magnetized the more freedom-seeking 

rock humorists, many of whom (male and female) have 

adopted spectacular iconography and confrontational 

postures in drawing attention to – and waging war 

against – existing social repressions.  

Genre and technology are key coordinates in what 

Mandler refers to as the ‘new hybrids and genre-

bending forms’ of recent British art (Mandler 2003). 

The startling incongruities of ‘mash up’ humour, as 

practised by The KLF and others, offer illustrations of 

how innovations in recording technology can beget 

new forms of art and new representations of humour. 

Rock music, like the fine arts, has always been highly 

genre self-conscious: both art and rock have histories 

that have depended upon future artists speaking back 

to and deconstructing the established codes and 

templates of their forms. Sometimes these references 

and allusions have been reverential, perhaps in the 

form of pastiche; at other times they have been more 

critical or dismissive, perhaps treated with parody. 

Genre humour in British rock reached its apotheosis in 

the post-punk years when artists like ABC and Scritti 

Politti tampered with and tortured the language of pop, 

particularly its recognizable ‘teen romance’ signifiers 

and codes. As with humour that engages other social 

determinants, genre deconstruction humour exposes 

that which we will rarely openly admit – in this case, 

that we constantly consume the same cliché-ridden 

products, while rarely challenging their vacuity or 

craving the thrill of the new. Such implied chastisement 

of the audience forces us to face the future by cajoling 

us into recognizing our own guilty pasts and pleasures. 

Brit Wits: A History of British Rock Humour 
Like its American sibling (Rebels Wit Attitude: 
Subversive Rock Humorists), Brit Wits, although 

seeking to be thorough, is inevitably selective in the 

extent of its choices and coverage. But the main 

criterion remains the same: to critically profile those 

artists who deploy humour for subversive ends and 

purposes. Trivial humour is not the concern of my book, 

and novelty humorists are only covered if they entertain 

broader rebellious intents. Although certain time 

periods and genres may account for more subversive 

rock humorists than others, a conscious effort has been 

made to show the scope of British rock humour history; 

therefore, preferences of inclusion have been made 

that illustrate the range, variety, and diversity of forms, 

styles, purposes, and contexts.

Many books have studied British history and its 

culture but their perspectives and priorities, for the 

most part, have been predictably similar. Hopefully, 

this text will offer an unorthodox study of Britain, as 

seen through the lens of rock music and the concerns 

of its humorist commentators. Whereas the portal 

of rock facilitates the kind of youthful points of view 

so often overlooked or trivialized by adult society 

and its institutions of learning, the perspectives of its 

humorists provide equally unique angles on the state 

of the nation. A humorist’s view is a revelatory one 

because, as Jonathan Miller once said, humour is ‘the 

rehearsal of alternative categories and classifications 

of the world’ (Miller 1988). Through their untameable 

voices, un-harnessed imaginations, and inquisitive ‘wits’, 

rock humorists contribute to an ‘alternative’ culture: 

one committed to touching the pulse, capturing the 

hearts, and unmasking the truths of the nation. 
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Why popular culture matters
Central to visual culture studies in the twenty-first century is popular culture – and I take 

this term to include new media communications technologies such as blogging and social 

networking, digital art, multimedia installations, music, television and film. Popular culture 

is an especially rich area for study, critique and debate; in exploring and theorizing the 

intersections of popular (visual and media) culture’s sociopolitical underpinnings – with its 

aesthetic dimensions and critical possibilities – we achieve a deeper understanding of our 

moment in time. Popular culture matters because in reflecting, expressing, and validating 

the spirit of our epoch – the zeitgeist – it generates meaning, and not only interacts with and 

situates the current state of our society but also helps shape and inform its future.

Read on…
Marcelline Block | Princeton University

Editor: Directory of World Cinema: Sweden, ISBN 9781841505596, World Film Locations:  
Las Vegas, ISBN 9781841505886, World Film Locations: Paris, ISBN 9781841505886

Q&A

Marcelline Block

popular culture matters 
because It reFlects, 
expresses, aND valIDates 
the spIrIt oF our epoch.

Im
a
g

e
: 
©

 C
u

ra
p

h
o

to
g

ra
p

h
y,

 D
re

a
m

st
im

e
.c

o
m



16 17

Intellect is an independent academic publisher in 

the fields of creative practice and popular culture, 

publishing scholarly books and journals that exemplify 

our mission as publishers of original thinking. We aim 

to provide a vital space for widening critical debate in 

new and emerging subjects, and in this way we differ 

from other publishers by campaigning for the author 

rather than producing a book or journal to fill a gap in 

the market.

We pride ourselves on the excellent service that 

we offer our authors. We are passionate, honest and 

energetic, and we utilize a range of cutting-edge 

resources and expertise in order to create the best 

possible end product. For more information visit us 

online: www.intellectbooks.com

InTeLLeCT

publIsh 
WIth us

16 17



18 19

The first CD covers that America rapper Nas released 

in the early 1990s speak volumes about the impact 

one’s neighbourhood has on the individual. Illmatic 

(1994) presents a picture of Nas as a young boy with 

the landscape of his Queensbridge Projects in the 

background. The next album, It Was Written (1996), 

contains the same background, this time with a more 

mature Nas staring back at the viewer. The pattern 

continues with I Am… (1999) and Nastradamus (1999). 

Even Stillmatic (2001) features an image from his 

neighbourhood, although the view changes this time 

to look across the water. The point is that wherever 

Nas goes, whatever he sets his sights on, he carries this 

space with him. 

‘The hood’ embodies both the utopian and 

dystopian aspects of the low-income urban areas of 

large cities. It represents an awareness of community: 

an enclosed space in which residents are united 

in their daily struggles. It also signifies an isolated, 

marginalized, and often-criminalized space that 

appears frequently in popular media representations, 

legal discourses, and public discussions. The popularity 

of the word ‘hood’, here slang for neighbourhood, is 

generally associated with the emergence of hip-hop 

culture in the 1980s. The word also became highly 

visible after a series of ‘hood films’ were produced 

in the early 1990s. The most popular of these films 

were John Singleton’s Boyz n the Hood (1991), Ernest 

Dickerson’s Juice (1992), and the Hughes brothers’ 

Menace II Society (1993). Today, however, ‘the hood’ 

signifies much more than the young, predominantly 

black subculture in North America from which it 

originated. 

The concept of the hood can be both liberating and 

limiting. Residents associate certain life possibilities 

with their surroundings, which they internalize and 

act upon. This conception has both real and symbolic 

consequences for individuals inside as well as outside 

the hood. It pushes people in certain directions and 

creates values, practices, and judgements that are often 

shared within similar communities. As the saying goes, 

‘you can take me out of the hood but you can’t take the 

hood out of me’. This internalizing of one’s environment, 

its implications, and its representations, are what we 

interrogate in Habitus of the Hood (Intellect, 2012). 

Whether fictional or documentary, representations 

of the hood embody potentialities. Like Bourdieu’s 

notion of habitus, the hood is ‘a past which survives the 

present and tends to perpetuate itself into the future’. 

The habitus of the hood plays a crucial role in teaching 

residents what is and is not acceptable, achievable, and 

dream-able. It naturalizes the attitudes and behaviours 

of residents in particular areas, street corners, and 

meeting places, and makes them appear natural, as 

if they were innate parts of our being. Habitus can 

also make certain practices seem inherent to the 

spaces in which they occur, as if these practices were 

only possible in these neighbourhoods and all other 

possibilities are out of the question. This aspect of 

culture, as situated in geography, is often confused with 

nature. Bourdieu’s concept allows us to recognize that 

these ‘essential’ practices are the historical results of 

experiences, mediations, representations, and dialogues 

that have taken shape within these spaces. They are not 

‘natural’ by any stretch of the imagination.

Habitus is a way of seeing and acting that links 

certain groups in society. While all individuals form 

a habitus, the acquired skill set is not always the 

same. The practices of one group may even be 

incomprehensible to others; for example, in Menace II 
Society, the character O-Dog is famously described 

by his friend Caine as ‘America’s nightmare: young, 

black, and [does not] give a fuck’. But what does this 

mean? To an affluent, white resident of Beverly Hills 

this description might provoke fear, indicating that 

O-Dog, as a young person, is reckless and rude, as 

a black person is uncultured and prone to violence, 

and, finally, as someone who doesn’t give a fuck, he 

may be seen as disrespectful – particularly of private 

property rights. All these characteristics are negative 

and threatening to mainstream values – to mainstream 

habitus. Why one would adopt these behaviours 

may baffle the average person. On the other hand, 

to O-Dog’s friends, this description may be flattering. 

As a young person he could be seen as energetic, 

passionate, and unbroken. As a black person he can be 

viewed as conscious of racial prejudices and protective 

of his friends and family. And, as someone who doesn’t 

give a fuck, O-Dog speaks his mind, regardless of the 

consequences. In other words, O-Dog is unlike those 

who have become reliant upon social norms – those 

who have, according to Cornel West, become ‘well-

adjusted to injustice’. O-Dog is not afraid to lash out 

at oppressors, to take what he feels he is entitled to, 

and he does not hesitate to challenge others. In most 

hoods these are admirable qualities.

We are not arguing for or against O-Dog and the 

group of young, black men that he represents. What 

this example highlights is the difference between 

people in various communities and the conflict 

between the ways many of them see the world. 

Because habitus is a naturalized way of thinking we 

tend to assume that our habitus is the only habitus that 

exists. O-Dog is raised within a community – Watts, 

California – in which attributes such as toughness 

are privileged and respected, but traditional Judeo-

Christian values like patience and ‘turning the other 

cheek’ are not – in fact those traits are more likely to 

get one hurt. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus helps us 

understand why this is so. 

While the hip-hop culture of the 1980s may have 

greatly influenced popular conceptions of the hood, 

today that hood is much bigger than hip hop. In 

performing our study, we found that most people 

who identify with the hood then view it as a dynamic 

space of creative force that is built on a certain kind 

of survivorship and mutual suffering. The role of 

activism, art, personal experience, and day-to-day 

living are combined in many portraits of the hood, 

both popular and academic. The hood is a site of 

liberation and revolution. It is a site of struggle as 

well as a constantly self-reinventing entity. No one 

can say for certain where the future of the hood 

lies; however,  we see a cautious optimism in the air.

Read on…
Chris Richardson | The University of Western Ontario

Hans Skott-Myhre | Brock University

Authors: Habitus of the Hood, ISBN 9781841504797

Chris Richardson and Hans Skott-Myhre, Authors, Habitus of the Hood

you caN taKe me out oF 
the hooD but you caN’t 
taKe the hooD out oF me
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Why popular culture matters
Popular culture as a vehicle for academic research has been largely ignored. 

Universities and taxpayers have been known to shudder at the thought that people 

who wrote Ph.D.s on Shakespeare would venture into the murky depths of reality 

television. Yet for those of us who study popular culture it is the most challenging 

of academic disciplines.  Popular culture research involves the items and customs 

of our lives, and to many this means the trivial and not the universal. Those who 

engage in popular research are the very people whose research engages the public 

at large. It can be the most rewarding research we undertake, even if it does makes 

us academic pariahs.

The popular culture researcher quickly learns to become a Jack-of-all-trades. 

We are historians tracking long-lost items and documents.  We are sociologists 

eking meaning from the quotidian.  We are anthropologists considering the rituals 

and importance of cultural activities in everyday life.  We are scientists observing 

the impact of items on human behaviour.  Finance, corporate histories, advertising, 

and consumer habits are all part of our intellectual grab bag. What we study is as 

diverse as the people who undertake the research – it might be magazines, television 

programmes, clothing, toys, comic books, films, sports, or social rituals. The item or 

behaviour might not matter but the research does.

Our paths to knowledge are rarely straight.  We work with collectors and fans, 

historical archivists, producers and buyers.  We photocopy, download, interview and 

buy.  We accumulate and speculate. Popular culture research is frustrating and fun.  

It gives life and meaning to that which is most often ignored.  

Oh, if you are looking for a simple definition of what popular culture is then you 

will be frustrated. It is the objects we use, the rituals we undertake: the life we live.

Read on…
Toni Johnson-Woods | University of Queensland

Editor:  Australasian Journal of Popular Culture, ISSN 20455852

Editor: Shanghai Street Style, ISBN 9781841505381

Q&A

Toni Johnson-Woods
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Why popular culture matters
I have always found it useful to study pop culture as 

a way to bridge the gap between adult academia 

and the lifestyles of younger generations. In my case, 

my investigations involve young people’s exploration 

of pornography through materials they find on the 

Internet. It is effective, especially in the classroom, to 

discuss such phenomena because it is close to the 

hearts and minds of students. Indeed, they are often 

more savvy and informed about pop-cultural trends 

than older academics and institutional structures. 

Academics are trained to remain detached and 

revert to theoretical issues within their disciplines, 

whereas much of pop culture offers a morphing 

sensibility of being turned on. Why do we have 

so many studies suggesting that youth should be 

protected from pornography? Have they ever really 

been invited to describe their experiences in an open 

and informative manner? 

Read on…
Katrien Jacobs | Chinese University of Hong Kong

Author: People’s Pornography, ISBN 9781841504933

Q&A

Katrien Jacobs

acaDemIcs are 
traINeD to 
remaIN DetacheD, 
Whereas much 
oF pop culture 
NecessItates 
beING turNeD oN.

While much of my meanderings through Chinese pop 

and porn culture usually originate from conversations 

with friends and colleagues, occasionally I receive a 

message from an anonymous party whose motivations 

are unknown. I once received a zip file attachment 

with DIY photos of a young couple ‘caught in the act’, 

photos snapped outside the window of a university 

dormitory. To receive such a gift, from an unknown and 

untested source, made me a bit paranoid, but I also 

realized that I had to take it at face value, as it seemed 

to be saying: ‘We do have sex in China. Please include 

us in your collection’. 

Uploading and distributing DIY sex videos in China 

is a risky business with serious legal consequences, 

but, nevertheless, people are regularly going about 

it. For example, the Chinese Internet is experiencing 

a new kind of DIY sex video shot by young adults in 

everyday locations such as classrooms, bathhouses, 

computer labs and city parks. These videos have been 

archived and labelled as ‘doors’ or ‘gates’ (门 men … 

after the USA Watergate scandal) and carry the name 

of the exact location where the scene was shot, e.g. 

East Building Kappa Female (東樓女), Metro Gate  

(地鐵門), Shanghai Wash Gate (上海洗手門), or Human 

Elevator Gate (湖南電梯門). 

The popularity of these DIY videos is explained by 

an interviewee: 

These videos are now a novelty and are slightly in 

competition with Japanese pornography. Of course 

it is important to make our own videos, even if 

they look quite bad. Since everything is officially 

banned then these videos fill the gap.

These online collections create the impression that 

people are making DIY porn all over China, in all these 

widely dispersed ‘gates’, bathrooms and alleyways. In 

some cases, it looks as if people were voyeuristically 

caught in the act, as if their carnal desires were 

captured by a security camera or a government spy 

and/or uploaded by a peeping Tom; in other cases, 

the camera is so close to the scene of action that the 

couple must be aware of its presence and insistent 

gaze, but decide to ignore it. 

The video ‘East Building Kappa Female’ (東樓女) 

follows a group of schoolboys undressing a girl in a 

classroom. While the video at first portrays a scene 

of callous bullying, the boys then start caressing and 

kissing the girl at great length. She gets aroused and 

is then seen laughing and frolicking with her partners. 

One of the boys further manipulates the scenario by 

using his hand-held camera to tease the Kappa female 

into responding to its very presence. The young 

woman is in fact very good at imitating a Japanese 

porn star, whimpering in pain and joy while being 

bullied into sexual action. 

These DIY productions are circulated despite 

government warnings, but when I attempt to solicit 

reactions from various interviewees it is clear that the 

trend is a sensitive and potentially explosive topic. 

Still, some people agree that DIY pornography can 

potentially act as a powerful and important incentive 

for social change. Yang explains it this way: 

We have a common saying that if virtue rises one 

foot then vice will rise ten. The government will 

always have its policies against sex but we always 

know how to find it. 

Yang is deeply attached to his pursuit of ‘Jumping 

the Great Fire Wall’ (翻牆) and searching for sexually 

explicit materials on illegal peer-to-peer downloading 

sites such as eMule and BitTorrent. Rather than hoping 

that the central government will legalize and organize 

his online pleasures through a regulated e-commerce, 

he is devoted to the supplies he receives from these 

shadowy, black-market industries. He even states that 

he gains an educational benefit from these movies, as 

he learns, for instance, how to properly kiss and caress 

women. 

Most studies on youth and pornography have a 

sex-negative bias and do not engage with the fact 

that young people now have the power to change 

pornography itself – to make it classier, more 

humorous, more female-friendly, more diversified. 

These DIY archives are important as they contribute 

to a ‘will to knowledge’ – not only a way of knowing 

something about sex techniques, but also a way of 

belonging to and embodying the Internet age. 

Read on…

Katrien Jacobs | University of Maryland

Author: People’s Pornography, ISBN 9781841504933

Katrien Jacobs, Author, People’s Pornography
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What first attracted you to fashion 
and retail?
Like all young people I was 

attracted to the excitement of 

fashion and retail, but I think the 

major influence was MTV. I was a 

teenager and college student in 

the 1980s so my fashion influences 

were music videos and bands 

such as the Thompson Twins, Fun 

Boy Three, Bananarama and the 

Eurythmics. I tried to emulate Tom 

Bailey of the Thompson Twins by 

wearing big oversized T-shirts, 

baggy short pants and espadrilles. 

I even had long bobbed hair, which 

was dyed dark red, black, and 

blond…I am sure it was quite a 

sight.   

Not to stereotype, but being 

a gay man fashion was one area 

where I felt at home. In high 

school I was pretty much a social 

outcast so I focused my energies 

into my studies and working part 

time at the local mall. I worked 

at The Gap and the other sales 

associates and managers were very 

encouraging and gave me positive 

reinforcement. I felt accepted there, 

and to this day I wonder what 

happened to that group of women 

because they really helped me to 

develop into a young man. I would 

love to thank them for all they did 

for me. 

Why did you choose to make the 
switch from industry to academia 
and why do you think so many 

fashion, textiles and apparel 
scholars have a background in 
industry?
I made the switch from industry 

(management at The Gap and 

Banana Republic; branding 

strategist for The Limited 

Corporation; regional entertainment 

field merchant for Target 

Corporation) into academia in 2004 

when my advisor from Ohio State 

University, Dr Patricia Cunningham, 

called to tell me about a position 

at Drexel University. In 2004, I 

became a tenure-track candidate 

in the department and in 2010 I 

was the first person to ever receive 

tenure at Drexel in design and 

merchandising. Drexel was a new 

experience for me because it is a 
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Television, music, movies, the new technologies of 

enhanced video/computer games, and, of course, 

the ubiquitous Internet have transformed ‘culture, 

especially popular culture, into the primary educational 

site in which youth learn about themselves and the 

larger world’ (Giroux 2000: 108). Popular culture and 

critical media analysis enable youth to understand and 

participate in the representations that help to construct 

their identities. In the struggle over the symbolic 

order that characterizes our times, popular culture – 

developed by name brands and various forms of media, 

including the Hollywood film industry – is crucial in 

creating the identities and representations that our 

youth embrace.  Compounded by an increasing number 

of corporate mergers, fewer companies are determining 

what this symbolic order will display: in fact, media 

conglomerates such as Time-Warner and Disney now 

have an overwhelming influence. 

In the wake of this symbolic order, what is 

represented to youth in classrooms – testable, discreet 

forms of pre-packaged information – has become 

increasingly insignificant to them: something to be 

suffered through, memorized, recalled and promptly 

forgotten in the quest for the real currency of post-

industrial, military, carceral, global, corporate-order 

popular culture.

Popular culture is not only about media; it is 

about identity, commodities and their connection 

with education, curriculum, pedagogy and our 

notions of a just, democratic society.  How do 

multiple interpretations of popular culture enhance 

our understandings of education and how can 

critical pedagogy – in the Freirean (2002) sense – be 

expanded to develop a student’s critical consciousness 

(of issues of race, class, gender, and sexual preference)?

It becomes our responsibility, then, as educators, 

to prepare our students/citizens, to learn how to use, 

consume, and to have personal power over the media. 

Empowerment comes when we are able to read media 

and make informed decisions about what we have read. 

Media have been, and may continue to become, the 

ultimate hegemonic WMD to a complacent or ignorant 

audience (Macedo and Steinberg 2007: xiv).

So, beyond the dismissive notions and comments 

of those who support only the study of the selective 

tradition of ‘highbrow’ culture – the canon – I would 

suggest that the critical analysis of popular cultural 

artefacts is crucial to understanding ourselves, our 

identities and the world that surrounds us. And, this is 

particularly important within the educational context.  

In fact, the study of popular culture assists youth, and 

all of us, in being less constructed, more constructing 

and allows us to see the obstacles in our path towards a 

more democratic and egalitarian society (see Reynolds 

2011). 
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private school and I had always 

been in public universities. The idea 

of private education has grown 

on me, however I still prefer the 

public model as it allows for more 

collegiality and fairness, as well as a 

balance in the education system for 

those who cannot afford the high 

tuition fees. 

I disagree with your comment 

that so many fashion, textiles 

and apparel scholars have a 

background in industry: few really 

have extensive experience and 

most have worked just five years 

or less. It is rare to find someone 

with a wide background and who 

has worked for major corporations: 

someone who has both a Ph.D. 

and twenty-plus years of corporate 

fashion experience. 

Do you think fashion scholarship 
has had an impact on the fashion 
business and clothing industry? 
And what do you think is the major 
tie between them? 
I think that most fashion 

scholarship follows and examines 

the industry after the fact. But, I 

believe that fashion scholarship 

does influence industry 

professionals to re-examine what 

they have done in the past. But 

mostly the major tie between the 

two is that fashion companies look 

to academia for students – what we 

like to call ‘fresh blood’ – to work 

for them. They look to us to be the 

educators of future ‘fashionistas’.  

What is most important is 

that we professors examine 

where we send students to work. 

For example, if a department is 

constantly sending students to 

fashion companies that do not 

pay them during internships then 

they are doing a disservice to 

their students. Urban Outfitters 

was notorious for this for years, 

however they are now going to 

start paying students. 

I think very few industry people 

even read fashion scholarship. If we 

think they do then we are kidding 

ourselves. I think the publishers 

need to do a better job of reaching 

out to the fashion companies to 

let them know they are there. Also, 

scholars need to do a better job of 

letting industry folks know we are 

here. We need to let industry ‘see 

us’ and know we want to work with 

them. 

Do you think scholars working 
with popular culture have a 
responsibility to positively 
influence practitioners?
Yes I do. But more importantly, I 

think scholars need to let those 

who are working with popular 

culture know who they are 

influencing, as well as whether that 

influence is positive or negative. 

As you know, my research focuses 

on fashion branding and the 

companies using popular culture 

in their branding strategies are 

either positively reinforcing culture 

or sometimes having a negative 

effect.  

For example, we are continually 

examining how sex influences 

fashion purchasing. This led me to 

examine the retailer Abercrombie & 

Fitch, who are constantly using sex 

in their ads in order to entice young 

people to buy their clothes. During 

2007–2008, I did a case study of 

their flagship stores in New York, 

San Francisco and London. My goal 

was to focus on their male greeters, 

who are used at each one of these 

locations, in order to find out if 

this technique actually influences 

customers to shop. And it does! My 

research revealed that Abercrombie 

& Fitch is quite homoerotic and 

uses notions of hyper-masculinity 

to sell their products. 

Do you have any advice for junior 
scholars working in the field 
who are looking to get their first 
position or get their first article or 
book published? 
Yes I do: (1.) choose a good mentor, 

(2.) network – network – network, 

and (3.) do not be a narcissist. 

Find a mentor who is involved in 

your discipline and enjoys helping 

others without any personal 

agenda. This is hard to do, but I 

found two (Dr Patricia Cunningham 

and Dr Gwendolyn Snead O’Neal) 

and they educated me on the 

importance of being both a good 

scholar and a ‘people person’. 

Go out and meet all kinds of 

scholars in various disciplines. 

Engage with them. Listen to what 

other people have to say. This will 

allow you to strategize your own 

research agenda and build your 

likelihood of getting published. 

For example, I received my first 

book contract simply by listening 

to others tell me that they wanted 

a textbook on branding. Then a 

publisher told me that he was 

looking for a story-like book about 

fashion branding. I informed him of 

my background and my interest in 

pursuing such a book and the rest 

was history. 

Do not be a narcissist! The 

biggest thing that frustrates me 

at conferences is to see junior 

scholars (and senior scholars for 

that matter) who just give their 

papers and never attend the other 

conference sessions. This is very 

narcissistic behaviour: they do not 

believe that they need to listen. 

This will be their biggest downfall 

and I can guarantee that mentality 

will hold them back from being 

published and, more importantly, 

getting a job and tenure. 

 

How do you define popular culture 
and do you see a distinction 
between what is high and low/
popular culture? Do you believe 
popular culture will ever gain the 
respect of the Academy and be 
treated as an equal to science, 
medicine and technology, or 
even gain the respect that other 
more established areas within the 
humanities have attained?
Popular culture was formed 

because of the superior attitude 

of the academy, because of the 

idea that studying what everyday 

people did was not important, 

but as I hear many folks at the 

Popular Culture/American Culture 

Associations say, ‘If it isn’t popular 

it’s not culture’, and I firmly believe 

that. The postmodern period broke 

down these ideas. I think that 

contemporary scholars see this and 

I do believe that popular culture 

has gained respect across the 

disciplines. In almost all universities 

both the humanities and the arts 

have courses dedicated to the 

study of popular culture. 

As to whether or not I think 

popular culture will be treated 

as equal to science, medicine 

and technology, I believe popular 

culture is the umbrella of these 

already. Look at how science, 

medicine and technology 

borrow from popular culture. 

Look at all the ads on television 

for pharmaceuticals and how 

they utilize mass trends to sell 

medications. Or how Apple created 

their ‘Are you a Mac or PC?’ 

campaign, which personified two 

archetypal individuals in order to 

sell technology. I do not think there 

is any discipline that does not use 

popular culture in some format 

when educating today’s consumers.  

You are an integral member 
of both the Popular Culture 
Association (PCA) and the 
International Textile and Apparel 
Association (ITAA). Can you tell us 
a bit about these associations and 
their respective missions? 
I have been involved in both the 

ITAA and PCA/ACA since about 

1996. I became involved because 

of my mentors: Dr Patricia 

Cunningham and Dr Gwendolyn 

Snead O’Neal. 

At PCA I have served as 

the area chair for fashion, style, 

appearance, consumption 

and design, visual culture, and 

professional development. I have 

also been on the PCA/ACA board 

and am currently the vice-president 

for area chairs. I also serve on the 

editorial boards for the Journal of 
Popular Culture and the Journal of 
American Culture.  

For the ITAA I have served as 

the chair for faculty and graduate 

student awards, was the conference 

chair for 2011, and will continue 

to serve the organization as the 

vendor and resource exhibitor chair 

for the 2012 conference in Hawaii. 

I think PCA/ACA will continue 

to grow both domestically and 

internationally.  We have regional 

organizations in the United States 

and now have branches of the 

organization in Australia, Asia 

and Europe. Last year all of our 

organizations combined had over 

5,000 participants and that number 

keeps growing.  

  

In your forthcoming book (edited 
with Vikki Karaminas), Fashion in 
Popular Culture, you are focusing 
on the relationship between 
fashion and popular culture. Can 
you provide us with some inside 
information about the project and 
why we should be excited about 
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this particular book?
I am very excited because this is 

going to be an international book. 

We have scholars from across the 

globe doing various chapters. I am 

more excited because this book 

does not contain articles written by 

the ‘usual suspects’ and scholars 

of fashion, instead it includes new 

folks who have never published in 

our discipline.  There is a wonderful 

chapter on homoeroticism and the 

leather jacket, which was written by 

Marvin Taylor, Director of the Fales 

Library at New York University. A 

new scholar, Alphonso McClendon, 

has written a piece on fashion, the 

jazz age and the notions of heroine 

chic, and I was so honoured to 

co-author a paper with up-and-

coming scholar Alexandra Horner 

in which we deconstruct Lady 

Ga Ga and her use of gay iconic 

symbols in her clothing, ultimately 

suggesting that she is really ‘Lady 

Gay Gay’. 

How do you think fashion 
references/is influenced by 
popular culture and what is the 
relationship between fashion and 
popular culture?
There are two types of fashion: 

mass fashion and couture. While I 

believe that both are influenced by 

popular culture; mass fashion really 

reflects popular culture because 

it is what everyone wears. Fashion 

merchandisers are continuously 

analysing sales and looking at art, 

style, design, and people on the 

street in order to come up with 

what will be hot! Then they take 

these ideas to designers, who come 

up with the concepts for selling. 

Couture fashion tends to be viewed 

as an artistic endeavour and the 

‘fancy’ of the designer…it is usually 

not worn. But fashion would be lost 

without popular culture.  

How do you think popular culture 
affects branding and marketing 
within the fashion and retail 
industries?
For this question, everyone should 

run out and buy my book Brand/
Story: Ralph, Vera, Johnny, Billy 
and Other Adventures in Fashion 
Branding (Fairchild Books)! My 

research has always focused on a 

multicultural perspective of fashion 

as it relates primarily to men’s 

lifestyles. I think that branding 

experts borrow from popular 

culture in order to generate ads 

that consumers will understand. I 

also think that fashion designers 

derive the concepts for their 

designs by borrowing from popular 

culture. If we examine fashion from 

a historical perspective then we 

can see how popular culture has 

shaped mass fashion.  

I edited a special issue of 

the Journal of American Culture 

in March 2009 dedicated to 

understanding this exact topic. My 

article, with Dr Dilia Lopez-Gydosh, 

examines African-American and 

Latino men and how they were 

– and are still – inspired through 

popular-music culture to dress in 

a specific way. Many fashionable 

looks have been created through 

music genres such as Daddy 

Yankee’s style for his ‘reggaeton’ 

sounds. 

Even cross-dressers are 

influenced by popular culture when 

they assemble a look. For example, 

the Style Network’s Brini Maxwell, 

portrayed by Ben Sander, is a 

complete homage to retro 1950s–

1960s dressing, and such women as 

That Girl’s Marlo Thomas and The 
Mary Tyler Moore Show’s Sue Ann 

Nivens, played by Betty White, in 

turn inspired him.  

The high-end mass fashion 

designer Siki Im has been inspired 

by literature and film; William 

Golding’s Lord of the Flies and then 

Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho 

inspired his first collections, and 

even his most recent collection was 

designed around the film La Haine 

directed by Mathieu Kassovitz. 

Siki Im represents a new type of 

menswear designer who is not 

afraid to recognize that men want 

unique clothing and have individual 

style that is not traditional. His mix 

of eastern and western popular 

culture in menswear is what has 

made his brand a global success. 

What do you perceive as the hot 
topics in fashion and popular 
culture, and what do you think 
will be important over the coming 
years?
I once had someone tell me that 

fashion branding was just a trend, 

but I think they are wrong. I believe 

branding is the link between 

fashion and popular culture 

because it is this business practice 

that allows popular culture to be 

infused into products and gives 

them ‘life’ so to speak. I think 

courses should be developed 

about this connection because it is 

through popular culture that brand 

images and stories are created.  

While marketing is just the process 

of advertising and displaying a 

fashion product in the public eye, it 

is branding that ensures everything 

– from the company’s image, 

advertising, product, and even sales 

force – represents the brand in its 

entirety.  Look at the consistency 

that Apple has across the world 

and how its entire package is 

coherent no matter what country 

you visit. A consumer can walk into 

an Apple store anywhere and know 

what they will experience. 

What/who is your favourite brand/
designer and why?
Hands down my favourite designer 

is Ralph Lauren. I like him because 

he has a solid brand image and his 

product lines are so diversified. He 

does not discriminate because he 

dresses a multitude of consumers; 

he has high-end lines such as his 

‘purple label’ and ‘double RL’, as 

well as more mass lines such as 

‘chaps’ at Kohl’s and ‘American 

living’ at jcpenney. His customers 

are young, old, ethnic, Wasp, 

gay, straight – it simply does not 

matter. He proves this by being 

a wonderful philanthropist who 

gives to almost every charity. One 

year, he sponsored the Harvey Milk 

School for LGBT youth by selling ‘I 

kiss boys’ or ‘I kiss girls’ tote bags 

that he sold at his Rugby stores. 

And he was not afraid that this 

would hurt the Ivy League image of 

the store either.

He is a global brand that 

is timeless. I really like the fact 

that he is a self-made individual 

who started as a tie salesman at 

Brooks Brothers in the early 1960s.  

Ironically, I like the fact that he 

never graduated from college but 

has proven himself very successful. 

I hope I can meet him someday. 

Read on…
Joseph H. Hancock 

Drexel University

Co-editor: Fashion in Popular 
Culture: Literature, Media and 
Contemporary Studies, 

forthcoming 2013
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