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FOLK DEVILS IN OUR
MIDST? DEVIANCY,
SUBCULTURAL
IDENTITIES, AND
MUSEUMS?

Nicola Clayton

A paper presented at the 1997 SHCG Annual Study Weekend

f[n the hierarchical language of the West, what is
alien represents otherness, the site of difference
and the repository of our fears and anxieties’.'
The identities which I wish to draw attention to in
this paper, are ones which have been positioned
within the context of ‘otherness’ subcultures for
whom the choice of appearance, sexuality or lifestyle,
has served to position them as diflerent to and in
opposition of, dominant values. Of particular interest
here are those which have a strong sense of collective
identity, expressed predominantly through material
culture, such as youth subcultures and gay and
lesbian subcultures.” However, the issues raised
could also be applied to addressing the more
extreme subcultural expressions such as those of so
called ‘Modern Primitives’.”

Subcultural identities have been fabricated as
sites of difference and have often become the
repositories of societies’ ‘fears and anxieties’.
Through precedents set by the government and
media, for example, the British government’s con-
tinued refusal to recognise gay rights and the
prevailing disparative and alarmist rhetoric of the
popular press, which constantly induces moral
panics through headlines such as “These people
are the wreckers of civilisation” (The Daily Mail
describing punks in 1976), subcultural identities
have been labelled as folk devils or deviants in
the national consciousness, and marginalised from
‘normal’ society.

Arguably museums have done little to challenge
such perceptions of subcultures, for although the
museums profession has begun to represent and
celebrate the cultural identities of groups hitherto
ignored, subcultural identities still remain relatively
marginalised in museological theory and practice.
There have been notable initiatives;* however, such
eflorts are infrequent and subcultural identities
rarely feature in permanent museum displays or
collections. One can question whether museums as
traditionally conservative institutions are actually
capable of addressing diflicult or controversial
identities such as those of subcultures, at all. In this
paper, 1 thus wish to address the anomaly that
might be apparent in calling for museums to
celebrate subcultural identities, to discuss some of
the challenges that documenting such identities may
pose, and also to briefly suggest some solutions to
issues that have been raised.

Why should subcultural identities be
represented in museums at all?

An obvious answer 1s that museums as institutions
are there to serve all the public;
‘the museums primary role is to collect material and
oral endence of social experiences (ways of living,
working and belteving) in all their contradictions and
contrasts. This approach makes no exclusions based on
work, gender, class, ethnic origin, religion or period.”
(It 1s interesting, however, to note that here
sexuality and age have been missed out of this list!)
Membership of a particular group and the adoption
of a particular identity can govern a persons whole
life. For example, if a lesbian or gay man actively
adopts a gay identity, this, even in the so-called
enlightened 1990s, can still have far reaching
repercussions; it may eflect relations with ones
family, ones education, ones career prospects, the
city spaces one can and cannot enter into, and one
can suffer from actual physical or mental abuse
from school or work colleges, neighbours and even
strangers in the street (‘queerbashing’ unfortunately
does still happen). Thus it is important that museums
do reflect all lifestyles and recognise the implications
that adopting a subcultural identity can have.
Subcultures also do matter as their influence
permeates all facets of contemporary popular culture
and have had wide reaching repercussions in society
in general. In a recent 1ssue of Time Oul Acid House
was described as;
‘the biggest musical revolution since Punk, the biggest
drugs high since LSD. A decade later, it still affects
what we watch, what we listen to, how we write, how
we think.”
The visual, musical and social manifestations of the
Acid House and Rave subcultures has influenced all
aspects of the media for example, whether that be
the tabloid moral panics over ecstasy related deaths
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or House and Jungle providing the soundtracks to
blockbuster films such as Trainspotting and The Saint.
The jargon of the Rave subculture has now become
part of everyday vocabulary and the media con-
stantly uses lifted phrases such as ‘sorted’ for
example. Club flyers are now considered ‘Art’,
literature such as Irvine Welsh’s Eestasy classic books,
and dance culture has become the topic of serious
scholarly enquiry,” Acid House has instigated the
‘revenge of the nerds’ by making computers popular,
and the decline of football violence has even been
attributed to the rise in popularity of House and
Rave. Free parties and raves have also united youth
subcultures as never before, so much so that the
Government even introduced a number of anti-rave
measures, the most notorious of which is the
Criminal Justice Act of 1994. Even the most
‘extreme’ subcultural manifestations have had a
profound influence on ‘mainstream’ culture: the
fetish scene can be seen reflected on the fashion
catwalks, in advertising, films, pop videos and art
galleries for example.

Thus, the extent to which subcultures are of
importance both in terms of their existence as an
entity in their own right, and in terms of their
contribution to society as a whole, is significant.
However, I would argue that this has not been truly
reflected by museums. Given the disposable nature
of our society and the implications on collecting
and documentation which this has, faillure to
document subcultural identites now, does have
serious repercussions. As this paper suggests,
however, an association between subcultures and
museums in not necessarily an obvious or easy one.
The status of subcultural identities as ‘deviant other’
to hegemonic norms, does produce certain difficult-
les when attempting to collect and interpret them,
and it seems that although museums are interested
in this area, practicalities often mitigate against
ideas being followed through.

The nature of the subject presents a
challenge

A fundamental issue to address concerns how one
actually makes contact, gains the trust of, and
sustains a relationship with subcultures:

e Who are invariably suspicious of any authoritarian
interest in them,

e Who in being constructed as in opposition to the
establishment have often chosen to or been forced
underground of mainstream eye, (for example it
was not until 1967 that the Sexual Offences
Act went some way to decriminalising male
homosexuality).

® Whose resistance may be expressed through
the tactic of inwvisibility, through ‘rituals of
disappearance’.

e Whose identities are based around coded and
often transitory signifiers of allegiance so one
needs to be in-the-know in order to decipher
their significance.

As public institutions, how do museums
approach groups who are guarded about mainstream
exposure which they often perceive as threatening
to their existence?’ For by exposing their under-
ground world to the public, subcultural authenticity
may be destroyed through mass acceptance and
appropriation. Similarly, how do museums approach
groups who do not necessarily need the legitimisation
which museums can bring, and in fact may not
welcome such acceptance at all given that a primary
attraction of subcultural affiliation are the associ-
ations with rebellion and dissidence.

Given the perceived authoritarian and often
conservative image of museums, how does one
overcome their suspicions and persuade subcultural
members to become involved with museums? Given
the importance that they place on matenal culture
how are they to be persuaded to part with items
that might have sentimental value or that may still
be in use? And in the event of successful collecting,
how, if by their nature subcultures are positioned as
deviant and subversive, do museums capture this
without sterilising and sanmitising it? How will the
legitimisation which inevitably does comes with
museum appropriation, effect the nature and percep-
tions of the cultures in question?

Although I refer to them as a defined group,
subcultures also cannot be read as any one homogen-
ous mass for although a collective identity may exist,
this i1s not necessarily uniform throughout, (and 1
would argue that the term subculture itself is too
monolithic). The ways in which sense of identity
and community are constructed are complex and
variants such as geographical location, class, age,
gender, sexuality will all have an effect on an
individual’s response to any given group. Also,
subcultural 1dentities cannot necessarily be under-
stood as ‘fixed’, but rather as ‘fluid, unstable,
complex and shifting’.”

In terms of what this implies for museums, it
throws up a number of questions such as:

e What does one use as criteria for defining the
features of any given group; style, music, mode
of transport, sexual preference?

e How can museums classify and label identities
which are constantly shifting?

e How does one collect from those who cannot
necessarily be boxed into one specific subcultural
group at all, but for whom their identities and
lifestyles are of relevance?

e How do we collect and represent them without
making over generalisations, tokenistic gestures or
parodies of representation?
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It was clear from the outset that we were going to
have a dialogue with the community.

What were we trying to do?

One of the key aims of the exhibition was to develop
a relationship with the Mirpurt community which
would continue beyond the life of this project. By
hosting an exhibition which was directly relevant
to this community we hoped to encourage new
audiences who would gain confidence and interest
in returning to future exhibitions and the Museum
as a whole.

The exhibition was to be a celebration of the
cultural heritage of the Mirpuri community and
aimed to empower people through highlighting the
importance and relevance of their past. In addition,
many of the elder members of the community felt
that the exhibition provided an ideal vehicle for
younger generations to learn about the history of
their homeland.,

Besides serving the needs of the Mirpuri
community we wanted to create an understanding
among non-Kashmiri visitors of how this highly
significant community came to live in the City and
about the country they left behind.

The exhibition

The touring exhibition which came from Bradford
used photography and extensive oral history quo-
tations to portray life in Mirpur today, the context
of why people have migrated from the area since
the 1930s and the impact of the migrations on
Mirpur. Themes included the Early Pioneers, the
building of the Mangla Dam, Leaving Home, Industry,
Funerals, Weddings and Education.

To complement this we commissioned a
photographer to record the lives of Mirpuris in
Birmingham and I undertook an oral history
recording programme. We advertised the photo-
graphic commission widely in the West Midlands
and received applications from a range of people
from all cultural backgrounds. The person we
eventually selected was a Sikh man who was a good
photographer, who had experience of taking social
documentary style photographs and a good under-
standing of the issues surrounding identity. He was
well received by the community and only once, to
our knowledge, was the fact that he was not from
Mirpur called into question.

We will never know how things would have
been different if the photographer had been Mirpuri.
He may have had a clearer understanding of the
complexities of the community and the divisions
within it. He may have had contacts with whom he
could reach a wide cross-section of the community
to photograph. Alternatively, he may have been
more strongly guided by the community or had his
own agenda to pursue.

Local people from the Mirpurt community visiting the exfubition

Home from Home.

When it came to recording the memories
and experiences of people from the community I
approached people through my initial contacts and
made public appeals via radio and newspapers. The
difficulty 1 faced was in casting my interviewing
net wide enough to reach a cross-section of the
community in the time available. There was a
tendency for people 1 interviewed to refer me to
associates who belonged to the same forums as
themselves and it was mmportant not to get too
involved with one particular group.

The Birmingham section of the exhibition
featured nine themes; Early Seltlers, A New Home,
Childhood Memones, Links with Murpur, Wedding
Celebrations, Family Ties, A Place of Worship, Learming for
Life and Working Life. Most of these themes were
identified at the beginning of the project and were
drawn out in the photography and oral history.
However, there were some topics which came
through very strongly in the interviews and therefore
we remained flexible about the content of the
exhibition panels until the last moment. This 1s true
of the section entitled Links with Mirpur in which the
emotion that people felt about Mirpur was very
evident, for example a 38 year old man recalled;
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