Matt Grimes: 
Research Proposal

The punk canon and (re) constructing the cultural memory of British anarcho-punk: How do the canonisers of popular music and the fans of British anarcho-punk construct British anarcho-punk as a cultural object?

 This research project is centred on two discursive processes common in aspects of popular culture: legitimated processes of definition exemplified by activities of canonisation; and the cultural and popular memory of fans.  So, I aim to explore how British anarcho –punk is constructed as very different cultural objects in the memories, histories and representations of the musical, social and political sub cultural movement of British anarcho-punk.  

 British anarcho-punk developed as a sub-cultural musical movement during the late 1970’s motivated by anarchist/pacifist politics and ideals promoted by anarcho- punk bands such as Crass, Poison Girls, Flux of Pink Indians and Conflict. British anarcho-punk encouraged people from all areas of Britain to collectively construct a politicised culture that challenged the political economy of the record industry and the commodification of ‘mainstream’ punk through the emergence of a ‘DIY’ music culture and challenged the politics of mass society, media and government.  It also fed into the formation of other sub cultural groups such as New Age Travellers, ‘Crusties’, Anarchist groups and Direct Action protest groups. Historically overlooked in the wake of the first wave of British ‘mainstream’ punk (Sex Pistols, Clash et al) this research project, through multi disciplinary methodologies of research and analysis, aims to culturally locate British anarcho-punks position in the histories of popular music culture by exploring the discursive practices of canonisation and fandom in the construction of British anarcho-punk as a cultural object.

Issues of debate

The issues of debate that inform the objects of this research come about from primarily my own interests in a musical and political sub-cultural movement that I was personally involved in at the time. My place in this research is complicated as many of the issues surrounding this movement are embedded in my own life but the real motivation behind this research is that I have an opportunity to cast aside my opinions and bias and move forward as a scholar and investigate this in a more systematic way that hopefully will challenge and inform my own opinions. My own experiences of this movement demonstrated to me that this was more politically developed than mainstream punk, put in to practice the ideas of anarchy that was merely an intention less statement for bands such as the Sex Pistols et al and motivated a whole DIY culture that is still prevalent today in popular culture. Aside from my own personal interests and motivations this research matters because outside of the academic community on punk and fan websites, forums, blogs and at punk conventions people continue to argue about the  authenticity of punk and its cultural and political motivations and the significance of British anarcho-punk and how it’s politics and cultural practices has informed many other musical, cultural and political movements such as Reclaim the Streets, animal rights, new age travellers, direct action protest groups and the early beginnings of the free party rave culture.  It matters because in the historiographies of popular music canonisation has resigned it to be a sub-set of punk and as a result is not understood in its own terms but only understood within an overall genre of punk and is not recognised as anything significant or contributory to punk history and therefore has been marginalised.  
Research Context

The research is set in the context of investigating what ways the discursive practices of canonisation and popular/cultural memory contribute to the constructs of those particular canons and to popular music histories. A canon

    “...comprises the works and artists that are generally considered to be the greatest in their field. These are the works and artists that are studied in schools, universities, performed in concert halls and displayed in galleries. These works are passed down from one generation to the next and the artists are celebrated in histories....” (Jones 2008:5). 

 The emergence, construction and reception of popular music canons  is an under researched and contested area due to it being a relatively recent area of research  (Karja 2006, Bohlman 1988, Citron 2000, Jones 2008), and as a result  some of the focus has switched towards research and discussions about the  de-canonization of music histories (see Kurkela & Vakeva 2009).  Amongst the key authors there is some consensus about how over time, the formation and concept of the canon has changed with the development of society and culture from just so called art-music, where the list of composers and works are long established, to encompass popular music. Both Jones (2008) and Citron (2000) discuss and argue that the traditional and past approaches of the formation of the musical canon has focussed on the musicological aspects over and above the social, cultural and political aspects of when the music was composed. This is important as popular music, and its development, is inextricably linked to ideas of politics, popular culture and society. Popular music canons tend to rely on academics, critics, journalists and bodies of recordings for their construction (Jones 2008).  I intend to research: how the discursive practices of  these two different cultural groups construct British anarcho –punk as a cultural object; how this canonising work relates to the parallel defining activities of fans (if at all); and to what  part the intervention of ‘fans’ play in contributing to the construction of these canons.

Research philosophies

The type of research I will be conducting will be investigating how different groups of people construct British anarcho-punk as a cultural object with grounding in a society-culturalist approach as my research encompasses both cultural production and interpretation. My philosophical approach to the research is supported with a combination of meta-theoretical doctrines of:

· a subjectivist approach to ontology as I will be investigating how social phenomena are created from the perceptions and consequent actions of social actors.

· an interpretivist approach to epistemology as I will need to determine and understand the differences between humans and objects and how those differences impact on people’s views, interpretation and understanding

· axiology as a way of relating to theories of value and value judgement.

Theoretical context & framework

My theoretical framework for this research will focus on popular music canons; anarcho-punk as a (sub-) genre and sub-culture, fandom, popular/cultural memory history and historiographies. These frameworks will form the foci for my literature review and inform my study.

The theoretical context for this research project and my position will take a Foucauldian approach to historiography and how history is constructed and reconstructed based on cultural practices. Cultural practices can be seen as the traditional and customary practices exercised within a particular culture or subculture. Culture is concerned with the production and exchange of meanings between a society or group through the ways in which they share language, signs and symbols within group practices and interactions. This depends on them interpreting meaningfully what is taking place around them and making sense of this in broadly similar ways. (Hall 1997)

 I do not intend to study the historical moment itself but how British anarcho-punk is constructed as a cultural object by the practices of different groups of people. The canon plays a fundamental role in establishing and upholding the histories of popular music (Jones 2008) and the aim of my research will, build upon challenge, and add to the contemporary debates surrounding the shaping of popular music culture histories and the marginalisation of British Anarcho punk culture, identity and histories. 

Wall (2003) points to the position that previous popular music histories have been constructed around a ‘grand narrative’ that seeks to find a central story to explain how music changes and how it relates to the culture in which it is produced. These ‘totalising’ histories have been criticised by Foucault and according to Sarup (1993) these histories ignore the “singularity of events……… the discredited, the neglected and a whole range of phenomena that have been denied a history” (Sarup 1993). Much work has been conducted on and written about the shaping of popular music histories (see Negus (1996); Shuker (1998); Friedlander 1996), including punk, (see Marcus (1990); Sabin (1999); Savage (1992); O’Hara (1999); Laing (1985)). These histories, it could be argued, contribute to and reinforce the canon rather than challenge it. Very little academic work has been conducted around the specific subject of the British Anarcho punk scene and culture (see Cogan 2007, Gosling 2004, Dines 2004). 

Within this research are two epistemological questions about how fans and academics know what they know, and how does this contribute to the constructions of popular music histories (and in the case British anarcho-punk) as a cultural object. Theories of social and cultural constructivism are useful here, particularly when I examine at the ways that the histories of this marginalised scene are re-constructed outside of the dominant canonical histories of previous authors. Specifically, in attempting to locate this particular music history I will draw upon the notion of ‘cultural and popular memory’ as introduced by Connerton (1989), Halbwachs ((1945)1992) and Assman (1992)  and drawing on work from Van Dijck (2006), Wang & Brockheimer (2002), O’Brien (2004), Balch & Lewis (1996). Halbwachs work on the formation of collective memory insists that any recalled events exist as a function of group endeavour. His work offers an interesting and insightful approach to memory and its social construction and will serve as a good starting point for my study on memory along with Rossington and Whitehead (Eds) (2007). 

My research in this field will raise questions as to how the discursive practices of cultural memory and fan practices construct British anarcho-punk as a cultural object and whether fan histories are formed in a self-contained construct of fan practices, or whether fans draw on some prior knowledge of both existing canons, and other media texts, to build their own historical constructs?  At the same time I will relate the canonical stories of punk to historical primary material. Accordingly, my research will also investigate what mediated representations have been produced by the popular and music press and fanzines of that time through archive searches. To help me analyse these texts I will employ a model developed by Wall (1999) from Fairclough’s (1995) methodologies of critical discourse analysis expanded on from Foucauldian (1972) theories of discourse and history. This will be supported by other key authors in the area of CDA. This method will enable me to analyse what was being said about the British anarcho-punk scene using the discourses of that time rather than the discourses of the present therefore historically locating this research.  This will enable me to investigate what part these texts contribute to how the discursive practices of canonisation construct British anarcho-punk as a cultural object. 
I will employ other mixed methodologies in my research which will include conducting oral history interviews involving musicians, record label owners, journalists, fanzine writers and fans/spectators of British anarcho-punk culture. I will also employ the use of an online blog to gather personal memories in the form of audio vignettes and or written posts. From this I will develop a cultural historiography based on textual analysis, personal memories, memorabilia and ephemera and media representations. I will compare and contrast the different approaches and their analysis to determine how canonisers and fans construct British anarcho-punk as a cultural object. 

Research ethics

Some of the methodological challenges presented by conducting interviews are ethical issues such as environment, context of study and accuracy/reliability of people’s memory. Some of the problems I may encounter with the use of an online blog to collect qualitative data is the problem of authenticity is that there is an opportunity for anyone to contribute including people who were not involved with the British anarcho-punk scene at the time. To counteract this and reduce the possibility of getting skewed research data is to follow up some of the submissions with one to one interviews. There may also be issues around oral histories/memoria and interpretations of the polysemic readings involved within textual and discourse analysis. I will also have to consider how  I will address any personal bias I may have regarding the area of study and put into place strategies to counteract this to enable fair and thorough research and analysis.  All records including those of interviews and personal interaction with respondents and correspondents will be kept carefully, securely and responsibly in accordance with data protection and privacy legislation.

The Research Ethics Framework guidelines of the Economic and Social Research Council will inform my approaches to my research to ensure that all appropriate steps and provisions have been met. As I will be conducting interviews it will be necessary for me to explain the purpose of my research and intended possible uses, get written agreement from participants, respect confidentiality and anonymity of participants. At this stage I cannot identify any conflict of interests or partiality with my research.  I will also ensure that I have read and understand the University’s code of practice and ethics and seek guidance from members of CRQ at Birmingham City University.

Research timetable

My research timetable for my MPhil research project will be structured around an 18 month period. The first part of my research will involve a detailed literature survey/review that will be completed by end of September 2010. My field work will have already began as I will be setting up an online blog during the literature survey period as getting responses from participants may take time. I will identify specific blogs/forums and fan sites and post up requests for interaction with the research. Although I may not have formulated specific questions to address I will be able to stimulate interest through some outlying areas of discussion that will bring forth some useful dialogue and may help me identify potential interviewees. The online interaction and conversations may also help inform me of questions to construct and areas that need addressing in the research. The second period of my research will be refining the methodological approaches and then conducting my fieldwork. The fieldwork will involve collating texts, associated ephemera, arranging and conducting interviews and continuing with the online ethnography. I hope to have this completed by March 2011. The analysis, interpretation and writing up of my findings will be conducted between March and September 2011.

Supporting rationale and contribution to the field

As memory has become a significant research area in the UK with the formation of The Centre for Memory Studies at Warwick University, The research Centre of Media, Memory and Community at the University of Gloucestershire and the establishment of memory.net at London South Bank University the research I will be conducting will add to the ongoing issues and debates within this field. Alongside this it will add to the ongoing issues and debates around popular music histories and memory and the formation of popular music canons which I consider to be areas that are under researched. There are developments within canonical studies of music based around de-canonization so this research will add to those developments. The anticipated outcomes of this research are that popular and cultural memory may need further consideration in regards to the constructions of popular music canons and historiographies. It will challenge ideas around values and value judgements within the discursive practices of the construction of canons of popular music and how discursive practices of the cultural memory of fans contribute to those constructions.
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