Chapter Four
“Playing Your Song”

Bruce Horner and Thomas Swiss argue that popular music is ‘a site through which cultural reproduction and change take place’.
 The powerful potential of rock music as a form of cultural production has also been recognised in the literature on popular music, which has been primarily produced by cultural theorists and sociologists in relation to studies on youth. Understanding a song as a site where cultural meanings are produced helps to understand the significance of Courtney Love’s lyrics, which are largely concerned with the experiences and representation of girls. 

In order to analyse the meanings produced in Love’s lyrics, “culture” needs to be examined politically rather than aesthetically. As John Storey explains, culture in this sense is ‘a terrain of conflict and contestation. It is seen as a key site for the production and reproduction of the social relations of everyday life.’
 He asserts that cultural texts do not ‘simply reflect history, they make history and are part of its processes and practices.’
 That is, cultural texts are understood as producing, rather than simply reproducing “reality”.

When Clifford Geertz asserted that ‘man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself (sic) has spun; I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to not be an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning’,
 he provided an explanation of the aims and methodologies of cultural studies. Cultural theorists interpret the meanings of theoretically defined categories or aspects of social life
 by investigating the texts of “culture” understood as ‘a concrete and bounded world of belief and practices’.
 Thus theoretical categories such as youth can be investigated by examining the material texts of a society, such as film, music and fashion. 

Some of the major work done by cultural theorists also focuses on subjectivity and identity. Helen Crowley and Susan Himmelweit define subjectivity as ‘that combination of conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions that make up our sense of ourselves, our relation to the world and our ability to act in that world.’
 In cultural studies, the idea of an “essential self”
 is replaced with ‘concepts of history, society and culture as determining factors in the construction of individual identity’.
 The coherence of identity is thus destabilised ‘by making it an effect rather than simply an origin’.
 In other words, the subject is made in and by social discourses. Thus, one of the tasks of cultural studies is to examine how subjectivity is constructed.

In what is referred to as the “linguistic turn” within cultural studies, theorists have used the theories of poststructuralism to explain the construction of subjectivity. 

Crowley and Himmelweit point out that language ‘articulates subjective as well as social meaning.’
 Poststructuralist theory suggests that language as a structure produces two things: ‘subjects (who write, speak, and use signs, but as the vehicle through which language works, rather than as original creative beings) and texts (which also serve as vehicles through which language works)’.
 Texts, as microcosms of language, produce “subject positions”, that is, positions within which “readers” place themselves as they read a text. Such positions govern a subject’s range of interpretation: texts construct their “readers”. Thus, ideas of “selfhood” are understood as constructed by, and within, the language of cultural texts. 

As Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt point out, poststructuralism stresses that language and discourse do not 

mirror some prior social understanding or positioning and … [can] never penetrate to the truth of existence … [language] configured the expression of social meaning and functioned as a kind of veil between humans and the world around them … [Thus poststructuralism] contributed to the general displacement of the social in favor of culture viewed as linguistic and representational. Social categories were to be imagined not as preceding consciousness or culture or language, but as depending on them. Social categories only came into being through their expressions or representations.

The category of “youth” can be understood in this way; as a cultural construct, a social category produced by certain vocabularies, and representations within culture of “youth”. As Henry Giroux points out, ‘[r]epresentations of youth in popular culture have a long and complex history and habitually serve as signposts through which … society registers its own crisis of meaning, vision, and community.’
 In his essay, ‘Teenage Sexuality, Body Politics, and the Pedagogy of Display’ Giroux looks at representations of youth in CK advertising, and Larry Clark’s film Kids. He argues that these representations ‘fail to challenge dominant, conservative codings of youth … [They] are reduced to aesthetics, style, and promotion’.
 Both the advertising campaign and Clark’s film exemplify how youth are portrayed in a lot of cultural texts: as “trouble” - decadent, drug crazed and sexually “deviant”. Giroux articulates the contemporary representational politics of youth as ‘limited to a politics of demonization’.

Angela McRobbie explores the meaning of this for young people when she argues that the voices of youth are ‘complex social constructs which are the products of pre-given discourses, in effect “written” in advance as scripts made available by dominant culture for their teenage speakers.’
 Thus, youth is created (and limited) by the representations and understandings of youth. 

McRobbie also examines ‘the way the discourses of popular culture, including those of music … position their readers or viewers in a particular relationship to the text and its meaning and in doing so play a concerted role in constructing and organising subjectivity’.
 She suggests that such processes produce an identity that is not “fixed,” and is thus open to the possibility of transformation. McRobbie refers to this as the ‘deconstruction of the “real me”’ and points out that this has been a major theoretical task for feminism.
 Notions of ‘full subjectivity’ are replaced with ‘fragile, “shaggy”, hybridic identities.’
 She also suggests that ‘it is young people who seem to be at the forefront of exploring and inventing [different identity] categories, often within the language of popular music’.
 She suggests that 

[d]ifferent, youthful, subjectivities … require and find in youth cultural forms strong symbolic structures through which ‘who you are’, [and] ‘who you want to be’ … can be explored … [The] sounds and images addressed almost exclusively to young people represent identity-formation material, the success of which lies in its ability to reach into the adolescent unconscious.
 

She claims that listening to music thus becomes ‘a complex process of working out who to be.’
 Certainly, as she articulates, in this way ‘whole subjectivities can come to be projected (usually for boys) into possession of a “record collection”.’

One of the major contributions McRobbie has made to Cultural Studies has been to expose how studies of youth have tended to ignore girls. She points out the absence of girls in the literature being produced on youth by scholars such as Dick Hedbige
, arguing that these studies concentrate on males, while young girls tend to be “invisible” or “overlooked”.
 She brought girls to the attention of theorists, increasing the study done on them, thereby broadening understandings of girlhood. She also changed the focus of cultural interpretations of youth from class to gender. 

McRobbie’s work on the ways girls are neglected in the literature on youth reflects the broader ways they are marginalised through language and androcentric constructions of subjectivity. Feminist theorists have argued that the majority of subjectivities produced in Western culture are androcentric, partly because “language” and “text” (which as we have seen are productive of subjectivity) are also male centred. As Crowley and Himmelweit explain
[t]o see language as simply communicating, in however distorted a manner, the experience of women, is to see experience as prior to language. But women are born into a pre-existing world of meaning which shapes their experience of femininity through defining, among other things, the meaning of sexual difference. This suggests that rather than language distorting women’s real experience as women, it subjects us to particular kinds of experience through structuring and ordering reality.
 

Poststructuralist feminist literary theory (or “French feminism”) is particularly interested in the relationship between language and gender. Using the theories of French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan,
 it examines how subject positions are gendered as “male” or “female”, “masculine” or “feminine”. It is interested in “man” and “woman” as subject positions within the structure of language - “woman” is in binary opposition to “man” - and in ‘examining/deconstructing the other binaries that reinforce and uphold that opposition: man/woman, masculine/feminine, presence/absence, rational/irrational, moral/immoral, light/dark, life/death, good/evil, etc.’
 Mary Jacobus explains the significance of this interaction between psychoanalysis and literature (and literary poststructuralist theories) for feminism:

Literature turns from experience to psychoanalysis for an answer to the riddle of femininity, [and] psychoanalysis turns the question back to literature, since it is in language – in reading and writing woman – that femininity at once discloses and discomposes itself, endlessly displacing the fixity of gender identity by the play of difference and vision which simultaneously creates and uncreates gender, identity, meaning.

Alice Jardine’s work uses French feminism to further examine ‘women as speaking and writing subjects, their relationship to language, and how sexual difference operates linguistically in a literary text.’
 She introduces the concept of “gynesis” which she describes as the process of putting females into discourse.
 Jardine suggests the existence of a space (“gynema”) where fixed meaning starts to break down, and become destabilised - a place in a text where a “rupture” occurs, and where woman/feminine/otherness disrupts the coherence and stability of the masculine structured text.
 She makes a feminist argument for ‘the valorisation of the feminine, woman, and her obligatory, that is, historical connotations, as … intrinsic to new and necessary modes of thinking, writing and speaking.’
 

In many ways Courtney Love’s lyrics exemplify Jardine’s idea of valorisation. Love’s lyrics “speak” the feminine and as her subjects are primarily girls she is producing new representations of girls which valorise their experiences and expressions. As Mary Celeste Kearney argues, riot grrrls, and Love, act from the ‘liminal position between mainstream and counter cultural constructions of both femininity and adolescence … they have changed the way adolescent girls are perceived’.
 In this sense, they speak from the space Jardine calls the “gynema” and exemplify the process of “gynesis” or “putting females into discourse”. Certainly, Love’s lyrics suggest how feminine experience might be articulated.


In her song ‘Miss World’, Love explores what it means to be a girl in contemporary Western culture. She sings,
I am the girl you know, can’t look you in the eye

I am the girl you know, so sick I cannot try

I am the one you want, can’t look you in the eye

I am the girl you know, I lie and lie and lie

She suggests that to be a girl is to be submissive, unable to look anyone in the eye. A girl is also ‘sick’. Girls, defined as such, are encouraged to believe that they cannot try to change their situation. Love is pointing out understandings that hold girls back from exercising agency.

Love lists various descriptions of females, and girls, in the title song from the album Celebrity Skin. She sings,
Model/actress,

Hooker/waitress

Oh, just go nameless

Here, Love refuses to define and limit girls by naming them. The above lyrics list four descriptions for females, each of which represents something that girls are defined by: how they look, how they act, their sexuality, and how they serve others. Love is demanding both of the girl in the song and of society, that girls are not limited by these definitional terms. She is resisting the “male” language that catalogues females.  


The girls that Love writes about in her lyrics are those that traditionally have not been represented in music lyrics, in popular culture, and in the literature on youth and girlhood. In ‘She Walks on Me’ Love proclaims,

Geeks do not have pedigrees

Or perfect punk rock resumes
Or anorexic magazines

It smells like girl, it smells like girl.

She is describing a new generation of “grrrls”, who refuse traditional definitions of girls. They resist the pressures placed on girls relating to how they are supposed to look and act. They are “geeks”. That is, they are involved in things such as Internet zines and girl punk groups. The term “geek” also implies a concentration on intellectual activities rather than simply aesthetic concerns. While usually used as a derogatory term, Love uses it as an empowering one. She valorises these girls and their experience by representing them. She also addresses the fact that these girls are not “understood” by Western culture, for they do not fit into the definitional descriptions of “girls” that exist in Western society.

Love challenges traditional representations of girls in contemporary Western culture, by often pointing out the effects of such representations of girls. In ‘Awful’ Love sings about how girls are (mis)used in Western society because they are understood as passive consumers of popular culture;
They know how to break all the girls like you

And they rob the souls of the girls like you

And they break the hearts of the girls

…

And they royalty rate all the girls like you

And they sell it out to the girls like you

To incorporate little girls

This articulates another of Love’s complaints about the construction of femininity, particularly within the spaces of rock music – that females have been primarily understood as ‘consumers and fans’.
 The relationship between girls and rock music has predominately been understood as the relationship between fan and artist. Girls as fans are thus reduced to passive consumers of a product. Love points out that this is an exercise of power which uses girls and works at keeping them in their subordinate position within Western culture. It also, as Bayton points out, keeps girls as ‘consumers and not producers of the music.’

Love’s young females are not glamorised or demonised, but she points out the tendency in Western contemporary culture to do this in representations of youth. In ‘Loaded’, Love describes a girl, who has made mistakes,

Black lung coat and your little crown

That’s the crown that you get for falling down

Hey baby, let me look in your eyes

I see you standing in a weird red light

…

Put on your coat and your little crown

That’s the crown that you get when you fall down

Hey baby, won’t you wave goodbye

As you go off to fuck your weird red light? 

The girl in the song is “rewarded” for “fucking up”. It refers to the hedonism of self-destruction that Western culture, although morally opposed to, celebrates in its youth. There exists a romantic ideal, especially in relation to male youth and exemplified in figures such as James Dean and Love’s late husband Kurt Cobain, of youth destroying themselves. Increasingly, however, this imagery is also used in relation to girls.
 However, for young girls the idea of hedonistic youth conflicts with representations of “acceptable girlhood”, with the ideal of the “good girl”. The ‘red light’ that the girl in ‘Loaded’ first stands in and then ‘fucks’, may refer to a number of things, all of which represent “trouble” in relation to youth, and in particular, to young females.
 The girls that Love creates in her lyrics are those understood in Western culture to be “bad” girls. In this sense, they conform to the associations between “youth” and “trouble” identified by Giroux. 
However, while Love embraces the “bad girl”, she challenges understandings of her by making her a thinking, feeling subject. In ‘Asking for It’ the girl in the song admits,

Everytime that I stare into the sun

Angel dust and my dress just comes undone

 She goes on, however, to say,
Everytime that I sell myself to you

I feel a little bit cheaper than I need to

At a narrative level, it seems as if the girl is a stripper or prostitute.
 Interpreted generally, Love may also be making the point that all females “sell” themselves. However, Love’s representation involves giving her subject a “voice” through which she can comment on and challenge these understandings. Love does not reduce young females to the aesthetic (described by scholars such as Giroux) which characterises many representations of youth in Western culture.
  The girl in the song is therefore not simplified to “fit” Western culture’s understanding of the “bad girl”. She is given the “opportunity” to explain how (mis)understandings of girls’ experiences in society impact on her (she has to “sell” herself, and is then made to feel guilty about it). Love thereby makes the girl a complex character. She does not silently accept Western culture’s simplified understandings of her situation.  
Although in depicting the “bad girl” Love may confirm cultural fears, she does not judge these girls. They are not demonised, nor are the situations that they find themselves in, or the issues that they deal with (which include rape, incest, abortion, sex, and drug use), moralised about. Whatever her girls have done, whatever situation they find themselves in, Love pleads their case. For example, in ‘Asking For It’ Love asks,

Was she asking for it?

Was she asking nice?

If she was asking for it

Did she ask you twice? 

Here, Love is responding critically to the idea, once used widely as a defence in rape cases that a girl was asking for it by the way she was dressed, by how she acted, by her sexual history. This “works” as a defence because (mis)understandings of girls exist in Western culture that devalue them to such an extent that in some cases when violence is done against a girl, it may be considered justifiable and excusable. Love’s response is a challenge to such understandings (and the society within which they exist) that construct girls, and particularly “bad” girls, as “responsible” or “to blame” for their experiences. 
Love also champions the “bad girls”, the girls with bad reputations. Regardless of what the girls in her songs have done, they are all right. For example, the girl in ‘Babydoll’ is not given the most flattering of descriptions:

Here she comes, her pants undone

All waste and void, all waste and void

There you go in your Nazi car

Oh babydoll, what a whore you are

 ….

She’s hanging in the blossom tree

Babydoll just bleeds for me

Babydoll

Babydoll, she’s on the field

Her chemical wedding and her chemical peel

The song documents the consequences of being “bad” for this girl, who Love insinuates is sexually active (‘here she comes, her pants undone’) and a drug user (‘all waste and void … her chemical wedding’). The song goes on:

Little girl, she’s on the floor

She gets it all ‘cause she’s a whore

Little girl, she’s on the ground

She gets it all for falling down

Love, however, does not abandon, nor judge this girl. She gives her spirit. Love’s girls, if not redeemed, are given understanding. The end of ‘Babydoll’ sees the subject suffering, feeling lost. Nevertheless, Love tells her that she has a soul; she is not worthless:

“I am, I am,” she says

“I am not free,” she says

“Help me, I am withering … withering … withering…”

Hang on, you’ll get your soul

It’s a soul

Hey it’s a soul, it comes down

See, see it’s a soul.

In not judging, Love is speaking for girls; she is a self-appointed spokesperson. She describes the experiences of young females in Western contemporary culture in a way that ‘involves recognition of women’s being, their way of doing things, and their particular forms of knowledge.
 In particular, Love articulates the rage and pain experienced by young women. Simon Reynolds claims that, in general, females are permitted to reveal contradiction, to wallow, to enjoy their pain and sorrow, and to tell us about it. 
 This, however, is understood as a sign of female inferiority. Understandings of female lyricists and musicians tainted by this gender bias mean that female self-expressionism can be read as reinforcing stereotypes about females – that they are unable to handle the world on their own terms and that they are overly emotional. Love, however, challenges this gender bias by creating girls in her lyrics who are “handling their pain”; thus, she is producing new understandings of girls in contemporary Western culture, which, in turn, empower females.
 
Love writes songs about girls who articulate and express their anger. As she sings in ‘Gutless’, 
You can try to suck me dry

But there’s nothing left to suck

Just you try to hold me down

Come on, try to shut me up

Love also speaks for girls who are not expressing their pain and anger. For example, in ‘Garbadge Man’ Love describes a different girl, explaining that 

She tears the hole up even wider 

Let’s all the darkness up inside her

The girl in the song internalises all the suffering, anger, injustice and pain that she is exposed to and experiences. In describing this girl, Love is expressing this girl’s experience, which would otherwise go unknown. She is speaking on behalf of girls who (for whatever reason) do not have a “voice” through which to articulate their experiences and positions.

Love’s description also associates the girl with “darkness”. While this reinforces androcentric associations of femininity and darkness,
 Love does not conflate darkness and the feminine into one: darkness is not “feminine”, but is something “outside” of the girl. The girl “takes the darkness in”. In doing so, Love is disrupting the related binary positions of masculine / feminine and lightness / darkness.
Love also speaks for girls on issues of generational politics. Riot grrrls pointed out that while adults, especially older women, speak for girls in the name of women, feminism, and sisterhood, girls in contemporary Western culture do not feel any connection with these categories.
 Courtney Love’s lyrics articulate some of the rage and frustrations that young girls feel towards older females. In ‘Teenage Whore’ Love articulates the alienation that girls feel from older females, and from their “feminism”: 

When I was a teenage whore 

My mother asked me, she said, “Baby, what for?

I give you plenty, why do you want more?

Baby, why are you a teenage whore?”

I said, “I feel so alone and I, I wish I could die”

I’ve seen the things you put me through and I, I wish I could die

Here, Love expresses the distance felt by young girls from the new world opened up for them by second-wave feminists. They may be able to, for example, go to university or enter the workforce, but they still have to live in a world where they have very little power. Their bodies are still subject to rape, anorexia, bulimia, and drug addiction. When questioned by her mother, the girl in the song answers that she feels no connection with a feminist history. In another song from the same album, Love sneers a catty reference to second wave feminists, 

Good sister, bad sister

Better burn that dress sister!

She is challenging the relevance of bra burning to the lives of young girls today, asking the question, what did it really achieve for girls? In ‘Teenage Whore’ Love continues,

I’ve seen your repulsion and it looks real good on you

Denying what … what what you put me through

… of my house … get out of my house!

Get out of my house … get out of my house!

…
I wanted that shirt and I, I wanted those pants

It’s all the lying put me through and I

I never … whoa!

Here, Love articulates the ways in which young females feel misunderstood by second wave feminism and Western culture in general; these girls are not recognised as continuing the fight begun by older feminists. The subject of Love’s song recognises this lack of understanding by older females regarding her actions (‘your repulsion’) and she enjoys it. She likes the fact that she does not conform to an identity created for her by her mother. She screams for her own space. However, Love’s girl is very much involved in “feminist” action, just one that is placed within the context of the world that she understands herself to be living in. She wants clothes, a desire that may be understood as a symptom of female oppression; however, she wants pants and a shirt, which are traditionally male attire, a symbol of male power. 

While Love speaks for girls in her lyrics, she also speaks to them. In ‘Awful’ Love calls for girls to make a stand against those who would break them:

It’s so awful

Let’s start a fire! Let’s start a riot

She goes on to encourage girls,

Hey, run away with the light

Run away, it’s divine

Let’s run away, yeah, tonight

And we’ll steal the light of the world
Love is offering agency and power to girls in her lyrics. She encourages them to actively resist and fight against understandings of girls which work to keep them in subordinate positions. 

Love may be talking to girls, but are girls listening? As Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin point out ‘in the last instance, pop meanings are forged in the hearts and minds of pop fans’.
 One simply has to look at the audiences at Love’s concerts to assess who is listening; Everett True describes the audience at a concert in Seattle in 1999 as ‘a crowd of screaming 15-year-old-girls.’
 The fan websites on Love are also predominately produced by girls. ‘Dizzy Dancing’, a large Courtney Love fan website, is put together by a girl called Lindsay. ‘Glitterdoll’, another of the major Love fan sites on the Internet was created by Heather, with Dawn and Brooke. Heather on her page says thankyou to ‘Courtney Love and Hole for inspiring me’.
 There also are web groups devoted to the interpretation of her lyrics. At ‘Vintagestars Lyric Interpretation’, there are over fifty pages of interpretations of Love’s lyrics by fans.
 Of the 142 interpretations offered, 94 are from girls. On a web page titled ‘What Fans Think of the New Courtney’, Xiola claims, ‘I would be a spice girl if it wasn’t for Hole, and fuck, im so glad that i heard the voice of god and that god was a goddess and that goddess was Courtney Love, lighting that vitriol fuelled torch for thousands of screaming angsty grrrls all over the planet’.
 As Danny Goldberg said in 1995, ‘You meet 14-year-olds and they’re all into Hole’.


The significance of Love’s lyrics as productive of “different” understandings of youth, and in particular of girls, should therefore be recognised. Love, as a lyricist, who writes primarily about girls, valorises girlhood, and girls are listening. She is thus producing new understandings of girls that challenge the predominant conceptualisations of them which work to keep them in a subordinate position. Love “elevates” their “worth”, celebrating girls in her lyrics. In ‘Heaven Tonight’ she sings, 

Here comes the sun in the form of a girl

She’s the finest, sweetest thing in the world. 

The girl in ‘Heaven Tonight’ however, is not a quiet, passive creature. Later in the song the lyrics change to:

Here comes a storm in the form of a girl

She’s the finest sweetest thing in the world.

Here the girl is shown to have the potential to destroy, to cause trouble, yet she is still defined as the ‘finest sweetest thing’. Perhaps this girl will “blow away” assumptions about gender and sex that exist within Western culture that produce and maintain the unequal power relationships between males and females. In songs like this, Love opens up spaces of possibility for girls.  
Poststructuralist feminist discourses on gender as a ‘product of, or an illusion created by, the same structures of language that create ideas of selfhood and meaning’
 provide an insight into how the lyrics of Courtney Love can produce new understandings of girls, and are involved in the construction of the subjectivity and identity of girls. Love recognises and uses the productive potential of rock music to construct new understandings of girlhood. As she sings in ‘Awful’, 

If the world is so wrong, 

You can break it all with one song.
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