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Abstract 
 

Heteronormativity, or the expectation of heterosexuality and the traditional alignment 

of sex, gender, and sexuality organizes society such that heterosexual cisgender 

identities are widely privileged over queer identities. However, heteronormativity is 

not a natural structure. It is performed through normalized and relational practices, 

beliefs, and institutions which are susceptible to challenge, modification, and 

replacement. In this thesis, I argue that it is possible to compose a queer world and 

illustrate this potential using actor-network theory (ANT). I employ actor-network 

theory (ANT) and its concepts of agency and relationality to trace connections 

between different communities—skateboarding, hip hop, punk, street art, and queer 

culture—and to demonstrate the ways they have, and are, reordering queerness and 

heteronormativity in their communities and wider society. A crucial, and often 

misunderstood, element of ANT analysis is its emphasis on describing and tracing 

networks. However, description reveals and traces critical connections, in this case 

between skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art networks, that become the 

foundations of new communities. 

I present my argument for queer world-making through skateboarding in three 

successive parts: deployment, stabilization, and composition. In the first part, I 

identify the agencies and relations that comprise heteronormativity and 

skateboarding networks. In Part II, I demonstrate the different ways that queer 

arrangements of skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art are challenging the 

heteronormative social order. In the final part, I show that network relations, and 

specifically queer interactions, can make and remake collectives by creating new 

spaces, identities, and perspectives. Ultimately, queerness and heteronormativity are 

arranged and rearranged in multiple, simultaneous, and contradictory ways as 
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various agencies attempt to compose their version of the collective. I suggest that by 

drawing attention to, and reimagining, often overlooked queer connections and 

networks within apparent heteronormative networks has the potential to reorder 

society. 
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Introduction 
 

A drag queen skateboarder would be the “true spirit of skateboarding,” at least 

according to former professional skateboarder Steve Olson.1 Rarely seen without a 

leather jacket, untamed hair, and apathetic sneer, Olson is the epitome of the 

hardcore punk skater and the most prototypical version of skateboarding masculinity. 

Yet, the straight white male proclaimed, “I would love to see some out-of-control 

homosexual skateboarder come out, like some outrageously over-the-top drag 

queen who’s like, ‘I’m skating for Judy!’ And you’re like, ‘Give it, girl!’ And he’s like, 

‘That’s right, bitches!’ and goes and does like a triple set.”2 While entertaining, the 

image of a skateboarding drag queen presents a jarring comparison of two identities 

that seem difficult to reconcile. Drag and skateboarding are not typically associated 

with one another in the minds of their participants or audiences. Olson is one of few 

who seems to recognize the often overlooked and unnoticed similarities or 

connections between the skateboarding and drag ‘spirits.’ Although rare, 

skateboarding and drag do interact and even directly overlap. Fertile La Toyah 

Jackson, a skateboarding drag queen, was documented in queer-themed, self-

produced niche magazines known as ‘zines,’ produced by fellow queen Vaginal 

Davis throughout the 1980s and early 1990s (Figures 1 and 2).3 Additionally, in 2014 

professional skater (and Steve Olson’s son) Alex Olson created Bianca Chandôn, a 

clothing and skateboard line inspired by drag ballroom culture. Yet, despite little 

 
1 Patrick Welch, "The Last Taboo: Why so Few Openly Gay Pro Skaters? Out and Proud," Huck, 
August 9, 2016, accessed October 29, 2017, http://www.huckmagazine.com/perspectives/reportage-
2/gay-skaters/. 
2 Ibid., n.p.; A triple set is a staircase split into three tiers by plateaus.  
3 “Dirty Looks | Fertile La Toyah Jackson,” accessed May 28, 2021, 
https://dirtylooksla.org/events/fertile-la-toyah-jackson. 
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obvious direct overlap, these two outwardly dissonant groups are well connected in 

what amounts to complex webs of cultural networks.  

 

Figure 1 Fertile La Toyah Jackson in an advertisement for the first issue of the video zine of the same name 
produced by Vaginal Davis 
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Figure 2 Vaginal Davis in a promotion for her video zine 

Skateboarding videographer Mark Nickels explains his affinity for drag 

performers saying, “besides skateboarders, people who have such a passion for 

what they do are drag queens.”4 Like skateboarding, there is very little money in drag 

careers apart from the most high-profile positions, so Nickels understands dedication 

to both crafts as an act of passion, love, and sacrifice. For the purposes of this 

thesis, drag will often (though not exclusively) be positioned as emblematic of queer 

 
4 Pushing Boarders, Rage Against the Gaze: Prejudice and Allyship in Skateboarding, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1PghqUok28A&t=3976s&ab_channel=PushingBoarders. 
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culture more generally because of its role in representing and teaching queer history 

and culture to its audiences. Drag queen Sasha Velour deems drag “the keeper… of 

our queer history—we make it, we tell it, we remember it, and we mis-remember it.”5 

Nickels was an informal student of drag’s queer history. Although he expresses that 

he had not encountered queer culture in skateboarding, he says that drag “educated” 

him about gay culture such as divas like Judy Garland and Grace Jones and the 

Stonewall riot that initiated the modern gay rights movement.6  

Skateboarding and queer cultures such as drag are intertwined with hip hop, 

punk, and art (particularly, urban public arts like graffiti and street art) through their 

aesthetics, ethos, means of production and communication, settings and venues, 

and participants. Even if these cultures do not obviously or continuously overlap one 

another, each of them has incorporated elements of the others and collaborated in 

such a way that the surrounding networks provide links between skateboarding and 

queerness. Each of the skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art networks, as well as 

the larger network they form between one another, is a queer network. Queer 

networks, like all networks, are characterized by fluidity, multiplicity, indeterminacy, 

ephemerality, negotiability, and performativity. In this way networks mirror the 

complex and convoluted operations of sex, gender, and sexuality, as well as cultural 

identity. As such, in this thesis I combine actor-network theory (ANT) and queer 

theory to advance the social justice applications of ANT by demonstrating how power 

can be rethought and reordered through network relations. I then demonstrate how 

network processes can produce queer possibilities beyond heteronormative 

expectations. 

 
5 Christopher Rudolph, “‘RuPaul’s Drag Race’ Season 9 Crowns Its Winner!,” LOGO News, June 23, 
2017, http://www.newnownext.com/rupauls-drag-race-season-9-winner/06/2017/. 
6 Pushing Boarders, Rage Against the Gaze. 
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In this thesis, I present cultures as networks, demonstrate how sex, gender, 

sexuality and identity act as networks, reveal social structures and norms as 

stabilized networks, and understand subversion and reinforcement as indeterminate. 

The concept of cultures as ‘networks’ challenges and queers the notion of discrete, 

fixed, naturally occurring cultures and cultural divisions. Instead, I am able to present 

the groups explored in this thesis as varied and nuanced rather than discrete and 

monolithic. To take cultures as produced and constitutive networks reveals that 

social norms themselves are networks and thus not given or natural but are subject 

to negotiation and revision. Through the application of ANT, bolstered by support 

and ideas from queer theory, I will explore how the skateboarding, hip hop, punk, 

and art networks interact with one another, with queerness, and with the more 

extensive and stabilized networks that represent social norms, specifically 

heteronormativity.7 This framework allows us to better understand and represent the 

power and significance of relations that allow individuals to construct their own 

identities and spaces. In this way I demonstrate how the network behaviors of sex, 

gender, sexuality, and identity challenges, contradicts, or undermines 

heteronormativity and social structures altogether. In so doing I argue that networks 

destabilize heteronormativity and other norms/structures that are commonly held to 

homogenize society and stigmatize non-conforming behaviors and identities as 

deviant, oppositional, inferior, or threatening. It is these latter norms and structures 

that contribute to oppressive hierarchies. 

When discussing heteronormativity, I am drawing on Berlant and Warner’s 

definition of it as “a constellation of practices that everywhere disperses heterosexual 

 
7 Interactions in ANT are referred to with a variety of terms. ‘Interact,’ ‘relate,’ ‘connect,’ ‘link,’ and ‘join’ 
all describe the ways networks and network components associate and dissociate, change and are 
changed by one another. These terms represent the lines drawn between associated entities in web-
like networks. 
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privilege as a tacit but central organizing index of social membership.”8 Centering 

heterosexuality and conventional binary gender relations has the effect of 

marginalizing and policing queer identities and practices. As such, the very 

persistence of queer identities and practices serves to undermine the dominance 

and presumption of heteronormativity. This point is explored in greater depth in the 

first chapter which discusses the main perspectives on the politics and function of 

sex, gender, and sexuality norms. One goal of this thesis is to provide techniques for 

rethinking / reordering social organization in a way that decenters heteronormativity. 

I do this by making visible examples of alternative arrangements of groups, spaces, 

and identities typically considered to be heteronormative. I am addressing what I see 

as the need for more scholarship on the longstanding involvement and influence of 

queer people and culture on networks perceived to be heteronormative. Scholarship 

of this type undermines the dominant narrative that centers and reinforces 

heteronormativity. Instead, my research emphasizes the diverse spaces created by 

and for queer people, spaces which in turn create more possibilities for queer 

identities and queer futures. Analyzing spaces predominantly assumed to be 

heteronormative—such as skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and street-based art—I 

show that queerness can be found in the apparently straightest of spaces, by slightly 

altering our understanding of cultures and the relations between them.  

The groups I examine are typically thought of as subcultures. While post-

subcultural theory has replaced the term subculture with “neo-tribe” and “scene”, 

skateboarding, drag, punk, hip hop, and art are often still colloquially referred to as 

subcultures.9 Subcultural literature typically presents these groups as straight, male, 

 
8 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, “Sex in Public,” Critical Inquiry 24, no. 2 (1998): 555. 
9 Andy Bennett, "The Post-subcultural Turn: Some Reflections 10 Years On," Journal of Youth 
Studies 14, no. 5 (August 2011): 495-496. 



13 
 

white, and opposed to mainstream culture. In modernist subcultural theory, the term 

subculture carries assumptions of inherent subversion and micro-politics of style. 

Conversely, in post-subcultural theory, “scene” and “neo-tribe” evoke presumptions 

of shallow consumerist trends devoid of politics. Subcultural theorists assume 

resistance emanates from “subcultures” by virtue of symbolic style choices, while 

post-subculturalists suggest cultures are not sites of resistance unless critically 

engaged in macropolitical radicalism or activism.10 In contradistinction, I adopt the 

standpoint of actor-network theorists and queer theorists who would argue that these 

assumptions are both problematic and oversimplified. Many queer thinkers and 

critics of heteronormativity believe cultural sites, “publics,”11 “people’s everyday life, 

agency, and social practices” should be “the starting point of analysis.”12 Lauren 

Berlant and Michael Warner particularly emphasize the importance of commercial, 

recreational youth cultures such as drag, music, and dance in queer world-making. 

They caution against “trivializing” such sites as “consumerist” and “lifestyle.”13 

However, they also caution against over-abstracting the symbolic nature of these 

sites. Analyzing the politics of queering, Berlant and Warner advocate a more 

moderate approach that simultaneously avoids “hyperabstracted contexts, like ‘the 

 
10 Bennett, "The Post-subcultural," 494; Rupert Weinzierl and David Muggleton, "What is 'Post-
subcultural Studies' Anyway?," in The Post-subcultures Reader, ed. David Muggleton and Rupert 
Weinzierl (Oxford, UK: Berg, 2003), 8 & 13. 
11 According to Michael Warner, “a public is a relation among strangers” defined by its members 
participation according to a collective discourse. In contrast to nations, religions, classes, etc., with 
clear identifying criteria, publics unite “strangers through participation alone, at least in theory.” 
Informal groupings like punk that are based around cultivating various aesthetics and practices based 
around a anti-establishment and do-it-yourself ethos could be considered a public. Michael Warner, 
“Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14, no. 1 (2002): 55–56. 
12 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public”; Marcus Herz and Thomas Johansson, “The Normativity of the 
Concept of Heteronormativity,” Journal of Homosexuality 62, no. 8 (August 3, 2015): 1019, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2015.1021631. 
13 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, “Guest Column: What Does Queer Theory Teach Us about 
X?,” PMLA 110, no. 3 (1995): 346; Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 561. 
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Symbolic’” which is associated with subcultural theory, and “hyperconcrete” contexts 

“like civil disobedience” associated with post-subcultural theory.14  

The networks I examine are the potential queer publics that interest queer 

theory. The skateboarding, drag, hip hop, punk, and art networks are the same 

media driven, capitalized forums of youth culture in which Berlant and Warner 

recognize a form of politics centered in identity formation and queer world-making. 

These politics are not based on a celebration of style or dismissal of consumerism, 

but on a queering of mainstream/dominant society. The politics of queering, again 

following from Berlant and Warner, lie in the ability of:  

people to be and to talk queer without assimilating queerness to a familiar 

minority identity like gay. They are reminders that the publics in which 

queerness becomes articulate are not just made up of queers; most of these 

publics, in their internal principles and material conditions, are oriented to 

other ends. In mass youth culture, for example, the process of making 

queerness imaginable exhibits the ordinary contradictions of capital: the need 

to acquire one’s individuality from a genericizing exchange and to produce 

one’s individuality through acts of consumption that are only indirectly 

conceived as social.”15  

Elsewhere Berlant and Warner add that “to understand [these groups] only as self-

expression or as a demand for recognition would be to misrecognize the 

fundamentally unequal material conditions whereby the institutions of social 

reproduction are coupled to the forms of hetero culture.”16 

 
14 Berlant and Warner, “Guest Column,” 346. 
15 Berlant and Warner, “Guest Column,” 346. 
16 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 561. 
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It is worthwhile analyzing these networks through their political potential to 

decenter and deconstruct heteronormativity. Following Berlant’s and Warner’s line of 

thinking, to queer publics is to confuse rather than systematize them, and to confuse 

systematic and dominant forces such as heteronormativity is to subvert, and 

ultimately undo them. This perspective makes complexity productive in that a “failure 

to systematize the world in queer theory does not mean a commitment to 

irrelevance; it means resistance to being an apparatus for falsely translating 

systematic and random violences into normal states, administrative problems, or 

minor constituencies.”17  

Skateboarding and queer cultures such as drag could be analyzed within 

many dominant social structures (such as whiteness, masculinity, nationalism, and 

class). I will focus on heteronormativity which I believe is particularly opportune in 

light of recent queer developments. These developments include new “out” icons 

and changing behaviors and attitudes toward queer people and culture. In 2013, 

New Zealand legalized same-sex marriage, the United States Supreme Court 

legalized same-sex marriage in 2015 and Australia followed in 2017, while 2021 saw 

the first trans federal official confirmed by the U.S. Senate. My home state of 

Delaware elected Sarah McBride to State Senate in 2020, making her the highest 

ranking openly trans elected official in the U.S.18 Further, more popular culture 

figures like Lil Nas X, Janelle Monae, Lady Gaga, Munroe Bergdorf, and Elliot Page 

have been embracing queer art, identities, and politics. Most pertinent to my 

research, professional skater Brian Anderson publicly came out as gay in 2016 and 

 
17 Berlant and Warner, “Guest Column,” 348. 
18 Hannah Murphy, “Why Sarah McBride Might Be the Most Inspiring Elected Official in America,” 
Rolling Stone (blog), March 2, 2021, https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/sarah-
mcbride-delaware-trans-state-senator-1134884/. 
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in 2017 he co-released the queer positive art zine Cave Homo (Fig. 3).19 By 

addressing heteronormativity my work will provide a new perspective on 

skateboarding and contribute to an underexplored area in the associated literature 

that has been dominated by conversations of whiteness and masculinity.20  

 
19 "Brian Anderson on Being a Gay Professional Skateboarder," video file, YouTube, posted by VICE 
Sports, September 27, 2016, accessed October 18, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ZU5K3y7QhU; Luke Williams, Christian Trippe, and Brian 
Anderson, Cave Homo (New York, 2017). 
20 See: Emily Chivers Yochim, Skate Life: Re-Imagining White Masculinity (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan, 2010); Kyle Kusz, "White Boyz in the Hood: Examining the Cultural Politics of Dogtown and 
Z Boys," in Revolt of the White Athlete: Race, Media and the Emergence of Extreme Athletes in 
America (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2007); Belinda Wheaton and Becky Beal, "'Keeping It Real': 
Subcultural Media and the Discourses of Authenticity in Alternative Sport," International Review for 
the Sociology of Sport 38, no. 2 (2003); Matthew Atencio and Becky Beal, "'It Ain't Just Black Kids 
and White Kids': The Representation and Reproduction of Authentic 'Skurban' 
Masculinities," Sociology of Sport Journal 30, no. 2 (2013); Carly M. Gieseler, "Pranking Peter Pans: 
Performing Playground Masculinities in Extreme Sports," Test and Performance Quarterly 34, no. 4 
(2014). 
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Figure 3 Brian Anderson posing for the Cave Homo zine in his fetish-wear 

In this thesis, I will explore the interconnectedness between skateboarding, 

hip hop, punk, art, and queer culture. I have selected these specific networks for 

their political, social, and aesthetic overlap. Frequent collaboration, mutual 
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inspirations, and ideological and stylistic compatibility has created an extensive 

series of connections between them. That being said, my research will address how 

and why these networks connect with one another and what impact these various 

networks and their interactions have on society. In this context, examining the 

similarities and connections between these networks reveals the way diverse 

cultures interact with broader social norms and conventions. These interactions then 

stabilize and destabilize the dominant social order and effect the distribution of 

power. On the surface these cultures may appear incompatible, but this view is 

superficial and runs the risk of ignoring and overlooking their deeply rooted 

connections. Figure 4 below provides a schematic outline of my argument.21 .  

 
21 Claire O’Neill, “Pictures Of Punk Rock And Pop Art: Remembering Max’s Kansas City,” NPR.org, 
September 20, 2010, https://www.npr.org/sections/pictureshow/2010/09/20/129989946/max; “Max’s 
Kansas City | Section 1,” accessed April 27, 2021, https://wp.nyu.edu/writingnyc1/maxs-kansas-city/; 
BlondieMusicOfficial, Blondie - Rapture, 2009, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHCdS7O248g&ab_channel=BlondieVEVO; “Stream Blondie’s 
Brand New Album ‘Pollinator’ Now!,” Obey Giant, May 8, 2017, https://obeygiant.com/stream-
blondies-brand-new-album-pollinator-now/; Shepard Fairey and Jim Muir, “Shepard Fairey x Red Dog 
x Glen E Friedman x Collab Skate Decks,” Obey Giant, November 13, 2013, 
https://obeygiant.com/shepard-fairey-x-red-dog-x-glen-e-friedman-x-collab-skate-decks/; “Love 
Unites,” Obey Giant, accessed April 27, 2021, https://obeygiant.com/prints/love-unites/; Sandra 
Burciaga Olinger, “Girl Skateboards Pays Tribute to Iconic Female Rockers,” Grimy Goods, August 
12, 2010, https://www.grimygoods.com/2010/08/12/girl-skateboards-pays-tribute-to-iconic-female-
rockers/. 
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Figure 4 Schematic connections between groups 

In this example, Debbie Harry, a self-identified queer woman and the face of 

the punk band Blondie, is the central figure.22 Beginning with Blondie, I trace a series 

of collaborations from punk, through hip hop, art, and skateboarding, with queer 

themes running throughout. Harry entered the New York City nightlife scene as a 

waitress at Max’s Kansas City, a popular punk club in the 1960s and 1970s. At 

 
22 Giles Hattersly, “Debbie Harry Is an ‘LGBT+ Godmother’ and She Wants to See More Men’s 
Arses,” Attitude, May 5, 2017, http://attitude.co.uk/article/debbie-harry-is-an-lgbt-godmother-and-she-
wants-to-see-more-mens-arses/14454/. 
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Max’s, artist Andy Warhol commanded the exclusive backroom with his entourage of 

‘superstars’ from drag queens and gender non-conforming performers like Jackie 

Curtis, Holly Woodlawn, and Candy Darling to resident punk acts including The 

Velvet Underground and pioneering trans punk singer Jayne County.23 Harry would 

eventually begin performing at Max’s with her group Blondie. Privy to the cutting-

edge New York artistic scene, Blondie released ‘Rapture’ as an homage to the 

burgeoning hip hop scene of the time. The song was inspired by her conversations 

with influential graffiti artist Fab 5 Freddy who she would reference in the song along 

with DJ Grandmaster Flash. The music video featured artist Jean Michel Basquiat 

and a set covered in original graffiti by Freddy and fellow artist Lee Quiñones.24 

‘Rapture’ became the first song featuring rap to reach number one on the charts and 

the first music video featuring rap to air on MTV.25  

Harry’s and Blondie’s connection to street art have continued into the present 

through collaborations with contemporary street artist Shepard Fairey, best known 

for the Obama Hope poster. The artist produced album and tour artwork for Blondie’s 

Pollinator (2017), an apt name considering the band’s range of diverse musical 

influences “from punk, to hip-hop, to reggae, to pop” that originally drew Fairey to 

 
23 Miss Rosen, “A Rare Look inside the Wildest Bar in 1970s New York,” Dazed, May 5, 2017, 
https://www.dazeddigital.com/photography/article/35764/1/max-s-kansas-city-new-york-1970s-anton-
perich; Ron Hart, “How Punk Met Glam at Max’s Kansas City,” Rolling Stone (blog), June 6, 2017, 
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/when-punk-met-glam-at-maxs-kansas-city-
198589/. 
24 Blondie, Rapture, Autoamerican, 1980, https://genius.com/Blondie-rapture-lyrics; 
BlondieMusicOfficial, Blondie - Rapture; Fab 5 Freddy, “Rapture,” Art in the Streets, accessed April 
27, 2021, https://artinthestreets.org/text/rapture. 
25 DailyRapFacts, “Although Blondie’s ‘Rapture’ Was The First Song With A Rap To Go No. 1, Vanilla 
Ice’s ‘Ice Ice Baby’ Was The First No. 1 Rap Song By A Rapper,” DailyRapFacts, October 2, 2019, 
https://dailyrapfacts.com/6663/blondies-rapture-first-song-with-a-rap-to-go-no-1-vanilla-ices-ice-ice-
baby-first-no-1-rap-song-by-a-rapper/; DailyRapFacts, “Although Blondie’s ‘Rapture’ Was The First 
Music Video With A Rap Aired On MTV, Run-D.M.C.’s ‘Rock Box’ Was The First Hip-Hop Music Video 
By A Rap Group Aired On MTV,” DailyRapFacts, October 7, 2019, 
https://dailyrapfacts.com/6656/rapture-was-the-first-video-with-a-rap-on-mtv-rock-box-was-the-first-
hip-hop-video-by-a-rap-group-on-mtv/. 
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Blondie.26 Fairey is also a cultural pollinator of hip hop, punk, art, skateboarding, and 

queer politics. He grew up skateboarding and learned about music like punk and hip 

hop through skateboarding magazines.27 Throughout his professional art career he 

remained connected to his roots through collaborations like the limited-edition 

graphic he produced for Dogtown Skateboards. In 2013, Fairey stylized a 1977 

photograph of skateboarder Jim ‘Red Dog’ Muir by the iconic skateboarding, punk, 

and hip hop photographer Glen E. Friedman which was printed on Dogtown 

skateboards.28 Fairey’s work is politically engaged, often critiquing capitalism, 

racism, xenophobia, sexism, resistance to science, and encouraging voting.29 In 

2008, Fairey produced the piece Love Unites in protest, and to fund resistance, 

against Proposition 8 that banned same-sex marriage in California.30 The image was 

revitalized and “remixed” in 2011 for the FAIR: Art of Action exhibition with The L.A. 

Gay & Lesbian Center’s Advocate & Gochis Galleries and Freedom Action Inclusion 

Rights (FAIR).31 

However, Fairey is not the only skateboarder to admire and pay homage to 

Debbie Harry. Girl Skateboards released a board series in 2010 celebrating iconic 

female rock stars including Harry and other queer punk icons Joan Jett and Patti 

Smith, as well as Chrissie Hynde, Grace Slick, and Stevie Nicks (Fig. 5).32  

 
26 Shepard Fairey, “Blondie Prints Avail. 06/22!,” Obey Giant, June 21, 2017, 
https://obeygiant.com/blondie-prints-avail-0622/. 
27 Glen E. Friedman, My Rules (New York: Rizzoli, 2014). 
28 Fairey and Muir, “Shepard Fairey x Red Dog x Glen E Friedman x Collab Skate Decks.” 
29 Gareth Harris, “Shepard Fairey—Creator of Famous Obama ‘Hope’ Poster—Makes New Time 
Cover Image Ahead of US Election,” The Art Newspaper, October 23, 2020, 
http://www.theartnewspaper.com/news/shepard-fairey-s-time-image. 
30 “Love Unites.” 
31 “FAIR: ART OF ACTION X LOVE UNITES,” Obey Giant, June 7, 2011, https://obeygiant.com/fair-
art-of-action-x-love-unites/. 
32 Burciaga Olinger, “Girl Skateboards Pays Tribute to Iconic Female Rockers.” 



22 
 

 

Figure 5 Board series by Girl Skateboard Company featuring iconic female rockstars 

These types of interactions form the basis of my research and I examine them 

in depth throughout this thesis. I apply ANT to explore how the skateboarding, hip 

hop, punk, and art networks relate within themselves, with each other, and with the 

dominant network of heteronormativity as it pertains to power and status. I have long 

had an interest in this subject. I am a fan and consumer of each of these cultures. 

However, as much as I am a fan of these cultures, I believe they are often unduly 

glorified (by cultural insiders and various observers) for their apparent opposition and 

resistance to oppressive forces of hegemonic racism, sexism, and heteronormativity; 

on the other hand, they are also often unfairly dismissed as fleeting and thoughtless 

consumerist trends. These networks have both resisted dominant or mainstream 

culture and been complicit with hegemonic regimes. Thus, they should not be viewed 

as intrinsically subversive nor conformist, but understood as a multiplicity of 

simultaneous beliefs, actions, and interpretations. Rather than simply attempting to 

categorize or defend these cultures as either challenging or reinforcing dominant 



23 
 

norms, attention should be given to the intricacy, nuance, and balance between 

stabilization and destabilization. This balance, or lack thereof, demonstrates how 

power is maintained or threatened. Through my research I discuss diverse cultural 

groupings, their entanglements, and the ways these groups and their collaborations 

have interacted with dominant networks, particularly those of heteronormativity. 

Examining how these interactions change throughout network interactions uncovers 

shifting dynamics of power and methods of resistance. ANT operates specifically to 

tease out these entanglements and explain their significance as is discussed further 

below.  

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Sociology of science and technology scholars Bruno Latour and Michel Callon 

conceived actor-network theory, alongside sociologist John Law in the 1980s. The 

theory originated in science and technology studies, but its creators have guided and 

encouraged its adaptation and application across the social sciences.33 ANT was 

developed as an approach by which to understand sociotechnical processes and 

acknowledge that social and technical fields were not so dissimilar or detached as 

might be assumed. ANT proposed heterogenous networks comprised of components 

from both the natural and cultural, animate and inanimate realms. ANT and its 

heterogeneous networks allow me to account for the role of the multitude of non-

human influences in skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, and queer culture. Framing 

these cultures as networks of people, places, things, and ideas is a fitting way to 

illustrate the web-like cultural connections and interactions that are the subject of this 

work. It is impossible to reliably identify all elements of a network, however, a sample 

 
33 Law, "Notes on the Theory," 381. 
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of some of the basic and common components of the skateboarding networks (such 

as the people, settings, tools, acts, and politics) is represented visually below (Fig. 

6). 

 

Figure 6 Basic skateboarding network 

 

A key tenet of ANT and its heterogeneous networks is that it privileges neither 

the natural / scientific / non-human nor the social / cultural / human. Challenging 

taken for granted binaries through heterogenous networks is one of the critical 

projects of ANT as an approach to refigure formations of privilege. In this way, ANT 

and heterogeneous networks better represent the complexities of queerness and 

identity, the way such concepts interact within themselves, with each other, and 

within society. Latour proposes that “society is not the whole ‘in which’ everything is 

embedded, but what travels ‘through’ everything, calibrating connections and offering 
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every entity it reaches some possibility of commensurability.”34 For this reason, ANT 

is well-equipped to supplement queer theory in its handling of queer politics and 

identities that are generally characterized by multiplicity and relationality. According 

to ANT, there is no clear division between the natural and social, or anything else, 

and so there are no superior or inferior ends to privilege or deprivilege. Instead, all 

entities are the effects or results of their interactions with one another. This claim has 

been met with skepticism and led to criticisms of ANT being amoral/apolitical and 

anti-humanist. I respond to this criticism below. However, the non-binary principle is 

the foundation of ANT’s conceptualization of “relational materiality.”35 Relational 

materiality understands entities as effects of their interactions. Therefore, the ANT 

approach presupposes nothing about an individual, idea, or item. All definitions, 

meaning, significance, and expectations applied to entities are determined by the 

relations they form with others. Using the skateboarding network from the figures 

above, a skateboarder cannot be a skater without a skateboard. Then they need the 

ability to skate and a place to skate. With each of these criteria a person may be a 

skateboarder but without the right attitude may not be accepted as part of the 

culture. Each of the components requires the others in order to be put into context 

and ultimately defined. 

Relational materiality in ANT also requires “generalized symmetry” in which 

human and non-human entities are approached and referred to in the same way.36 

That is, both human and non-human actors are just as capable of causing an action 

as they are of experiencing one. A network is not a causal chain, but a web-like 

 
34 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 241–42. 
35 Cassandra S. Crawford, “Actor Network Theory,” in Encyclopedia of Social Theory, ed. George 
Ritzer (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2005), 1. 
36 Crawford, "Actor Network," 1. 
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amalgamation of interactions between its component actants. Thus, the actor-

network is the condition under which neither the actors nor networks are definable 

and whole without their interactions. Neither the actor nor network is intentional; nor 

does one dominate the other. In other words, “an actor-network is an entity that does 

the tracing and the inscribing.” It is an active entity in work, “not a piece of inert 

matter in the hands of others, especially of human planners or designers.”37 

In decentering and deprivileging designers, particularly human designers, 

ANT borrows from post-structuralism’s decentering of the author and extends it to 

any form of creator or individual actant. ANT also borrows from, and extends, post-

structural uses of semiotics but purports a material-semiotics beyond linguistic 

subjects and applications. In fact, Law has described ANT as an “empirical post-

structuralism.” Law proposes this analogy to help understand the principles, goals, 

and techniques of ANT.38 Through this lens, ANT can be understood as an approach 

that destabilizes fixed meanings and binaries while emphasizing relationality, 

multiplicity, indeterminacy, performativity, and ephemerality. Law and Latour have 

also referred to ANT as ethnomethodology. The comparison is drawn from ANT’s 

use of case studies to explore the “hows” of social organization and stabilization.39 

ANT concerns itself with questions of network dynamics and the “mechanics of 

power.”40 ANT investigates the ways that networks organize and stabilize, how 

networks enlist, control, and define actors, how networks are simplified, how some 

networks achieve dominance over others, and finally, how resistance is understood 

and how it is overcome.41 Ultimately, ANT developed the concepts of “ordering 

 
37 Latour, "On Actor-Network," 372-373. 
38 John Law, "Actor Network Theory and Material Semiotics," in The New Blackwell Companion to 
Social Theory, ed. Bryan S. Turner (Chichester, UK: Blackwell, 2009), 145-146. 
39 Latour, "On Actor-Network," 370; Law, "Actor Network," 144 & 148. 
40 Law, "Notes on the Theory," 380. 
41 Ibid., 390; Crawford, "Actor Network," 1. 
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struggles,” “translation,” and “punctualization” to supply the answers. In particular, 

my study of skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art will answer these questions as 

they apply to heteronormativity as a dominant network resisted by queerness. 

Ordering struggles, translation, and punctualization correspond to generating, 

enforcing, and maintaining power. Ordering struggles are the processes of 

establishing and stabilizing, as well as contesting various social orders. There are 

always multiple simultaneous potential orders vying for the dominant position and 

attempting to destabilize the reigning order. The reigning order generates power by 

virtue of its dominance. That is, orders are not positioned as dominant because they 

hold the most powerful; rather, power is acquired as a result of being adhered to, 

followed, reinforced, and maintained by the connections that establish the order. 

ANT conceptualizes power not as a possessable quality, but as something that is 

constantly “persuaded.” Other actors must be recruited to join or align with existing 

networks. Power is the replication and stabilization of networks measured in the 

number of actors “networked” or incorporated.42  

The process of generating power and competing in ordering struggles is 

termed translation. Translation is to make equivalent. It converts seemingly unrelated 

entities, such as skateboarding and drag, to make them compatible while retaining 

their differences. Translation forges connections and convergences.43 It is both a 

process and an effect. It is “the process of determining identities and the conditions 

of interaction, and of characterizing representations,” and the effect that “orders and 

produces society and agency, nature and machine” while displacing alternative 

 
42 Crawford, "Actor Network," 2.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
43 Michel Callon, "Struggles and Negotiations to Define What Is Problematic and What Is Not: The 
Socio-logic of Translation," in The Social Process of Scientific Investigation, ed. Karin D. Knorr, Roger 
Krohn, and Richard Whitley, vol. IV, Sociology of the Sciences: A Yearbook (Dordrecht, Holland: D. 
Reidel Publishing Company, 1980), 211. 
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orders.44 The translation between networks—such as skateboarding, hip hop, punk 

and art—connects diverse and potentially non-normative networks in a way that 

reorders society as more or less heteronormative. These translations open the 

possibility for non-normative identities to negotiate more power. 

The final result of repeated effective translation is punctualization. 

Punctualization is the simplification of a complex network down to a single point 

actant.45 It also known as “black boxing.” Simplification occurs through translation 

and masks the complexities of a network until it is given a single title and treated as 

a single entity. That is, the complicated web of connections is placed into a 

metaphorical “black box” that renders its individual parts invisible.46 The network is 

taken for granted and identified by the single simplified entity of the black box. 

Punctualization is the result of high levels of convergence, or translation resulting in 

agreement. Convergence is the realization of two criteria, alignment and 

coordination. Alignment is determined by the “common history and a shared space” 

of networks, while coordination describes the “convention, codification, and 

translation regiments” that define or limit the possible translations.47 Highly 

converged networks are more likely to be punctualized. As networks converge and 

are simplified to single points they are considered only in terms of their inputs and 

outputs. Networks are no longer recognized for their intricacies but are “taken for 

granted” and interpreted as single and whole entities whose stability often positions 

such networks as part of dominant orders. 48 Networks are punctualized for ease. To 

 
44 Ibid., 2. 
45 Michel Callon, "Techno-economic Networks and Irreversibility," The Sociological Review 38, no. S1 
(May 1990): 153. 
46 Darryl Cressman, "A Brief Overview of Actor-Network Theory: Punctualization, Heterogeneous 
Engineering and Translation" (paper presented at Centre for Policy Research on Science & 
Technology, April 2009), 6, accessed October 11, 2017, http://summit.sfu.ca/item/13593. 
47 Crawford, "Actor Network," 2. 
48 Ibid., 2.  
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deal with every interaction as a network would be overwhelming, time consuming, 

and not always practical. However, black boxes can be harmful. ANT does not try to 

black box networks. Rather, it wants to explain the process and desire to black box. 

In doing so it “reopens” black boxes to reveal the complexities of assumptions they 

concealed. In this work, I attempt to reopen the black box that is heteronormativity in 

skateboarding and its associated cultural networks.  

The heteronormativity network (Fig. 7) comprises actors such as religion, 

conservatism, the AIDS epidemic, reproduction, and the accepted science of the 

time, among others. It has been simplified into a single concept that discourages 

homosexuality and general queerness. The complex and extensive network has 

been reduced into the popularly accepted belief that heterosexuality and cisgender 

identities are the default or ‘normal’ and any deviations are abnormal and 

unacceptable. As such, some examples of punctualization are misleading, 

oppressive, and ignore the complexities of networks that represent non-normative 

identities. However, punctualized networks or black boxes are always capable of 

being reopened through examination and destabilization.49 Destabilization may take 

many forms. Destabilization is just as complex and nuanced as the networks on 

which it acts. The process and modes of destabilization are multiple, indeterminate, 

and ultimately subjective. Examining the queer practices and techniques that 

connect queerness to heteronormative spaces “opens a wedge to the transformation 

of those social norms that require only its static intelligibility or its deadness as a 

source of meaning.”50 However, pinning down destabilization is difficult and 

promotes critical discussion regarding the nature of reinforcement and subversion, 

 
49 Law, "Notes on the Theory," 385. 
50 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 565. 
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the definition of resistance as well as where to look for resistance. I address these 

points in the first chapter.  

 

Figure 7 Basic heteronormativity network 

I complement my use of ANT with queer theory which I utilize as an 

alternative to subcultural and post-subcultural studies. Queer theory is particularly 

applicable to my work by virtue of its embrace of fluidity, performativity, and 

ephemerality. In fact, queer theory calls for investigation that results in “unsettlement 

rather than systemization” such as ANT.51 New materialism, is another approach 

committed to unsettlement. Yet, despite their similarities, new materialism does not 

entirely meet the needs of this investigation. While new materialist concepts like 

assemblages, intra-actions, matter, agential cuts, and agential separability parallel 

 
51 Berlant and Warner, “Guest Column,” 348. 
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ANT ideas of actors, connections, translation, punctualization, and relational 

materiality, I have found ANT to be better suited to exploring the relations between 

and across coherent networks.52 ANT’s clearly expressed interpretation of scale as a 

flattened topography measured by connectivity rather than a vertical hierarchy 

assists my project of advocating for the power of queer relations to reorder dominant 

orders. ANT does not understand society as a top to bottom/bottom to top “metaphor 

of scales going from the individual, to the nation state, through family, extended kin, 

groups, institutions, etc.” Rather it proposes “a metaphor of connections” that makes 

no assumptions about order, micro/macro, or top/bottom. Instead, networks are 

measured as more or less connected.53 As such, the ANT approach affords me 

greater flexibility when shifting between discussions of micropolitical elements 

including aesthetic and identity, and macropolitical acts, institutions, and 

incorporation.54  

Two theories specifically set out for discussing subcultures in relation to social 

norms are subcultural and post-subcultural theory. Subcultural theory originated at 

the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. It proposed that 

subcultures were collectives of individuals thrust together by social class and held 

together by spectacular demonstrations of style.55 Ultimately, subcultural theory 

described subcultures as groups of working class youth heroically opposing 

hegemony through symbols of style such as “a safety pin, a pointed shoe, a 

 
52 Nick J. Fox and Pam Alldred, Sociology and the New Materialism: Theory, Research, Action (Los 
Angeles: Sage, 2016), 32;  
53 Latour, "On Actor-Network," 371. 
54 However, the micropolitical emphasis on bodies and embodiment found in new materialism will 
certainly be useful when approaching the performativity of gender, sexuality, and identity throughout 
this work. 
55 Stuart Hall, Resistance through Rituals Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (London [u.a.: 
Routledge, 2003), 14 & 15. 
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motorcycle” which became “a form of stigmata, tokens of self-imposed exile.”56 

However, social theorists questioned the celebratory nature of subcultural theory as 

well as its more modernist approach to definitive statuses, meaning, and structures. 

Post-subcultural theory developed as a post-modern response to, or departure from, 

subcultural theory. Post-subcultural theory views subcultures as flexible groupings 

determined by cultural consumption patterns and know-how; members may bounce 

between these different groups.57 However, post-subcultural theory has struggled to 

reconcile the role or presence of structuring forces. Additionally, while the theory 

purports that fluidity, multiplicity and overlap are features of subcultures, few 

adherents have explored or developed this claim.58 Alternatively, ANT simply by-

passes the agency/structure debate that has preoccupied subcultural and post-

subcultural theory through relational materiality and is an approach explicitly 

dedicated to understanding network dynamics such as fluidity, multiplicity, and 

overlap.  

Much ANT research has been concerned with defining networks, describing 

their components and relations and reopening black boxes. As such, ANT has been 

criticized for being descriptive and not explanatory. ANT describes the “hows,” and 

not “whys,” of network relations and interactions. Thus, ANT is often criticized as 

being wrapped up in the minutiae of networks without making it clear how this 

knowledge contributes to sociological issues.59 In my study of skateboarding I 

 
56 Rupert Weinzierl and David Muggleton, "What Is 'Post-subcultural Studies' Anyway?," in The Post-
subcultures Reader, ed. David Muggleton and Rupert Weinzierl (Oxford: Berg, 2003), 28-30; Dick 
Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London: Routledge, 2001), 2. 
57 Weinzierl and Muggleton, "What Is 'Post-subcultural," 4-6, & 12. 
58 Andy Bennett, "The Post-subcultural Turn: Some Reflections 10 Years On," Journal of Youth 
Studies 14, no. 5 (August 2011): 503. 
59 Langdon Winner, "Upon Opening the Black Box and Finding It Empty: Social Constructivism and 
the Philosophy of Technology," Science, Technology, & Human Values 18, no. 3 (1993): 368-369 & 
375; G. Walsham, "Actor-Network Theory and IS Research: Current Status and Future Prospects," 
in Information Systems and Qualitative Research, ed. Allen S. Lee, Jonathan Liebenau, and Janice I. 
DeGross (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer Science and Business Media, 1997), 476. 
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demonstrate that the “hows” of network relations contribute to broader social issues 

around heteronormativity. In addition to the descriptive quality of ANT, the very 

nature of ANT networks has been criticized. ANT has been described as anti-

humanist for granting non-human entities agency and not privileging the human over 

the non-human.60 Yet, privileging human interests over those of non-human entities 

such as the environment has revealed itself to be one of the defining controversies of 

today. ANT theorists have responded to charges of anti-humanism and the absurdity 

of granting non-humans agency. They note that the agency they grant to non-

humans is simply their ability to associate and dissociate which is not equivalent to 

humanistic intentionality.61 Likewise, it is more accurate to say ANT does not grant 

any entity agency, as agency only arises from the process of networking. ANT is 

neither anti-humanist nor humanist either. Rather, it ideally privileges nothing, human 

or non-human, outside of relational meanings. 

While ANT does not privilege any entity over another, it is often cast as 

privileging the already powerful. The theory has been called managerialist and said 

to contribute to the process of “othering.”62 These criticisms target the way ANT 

assigns the ability to exert power to those in positions of power, and views society as 

continuously managed organizations or networks as opposed to collections of 

individuals. Overall, these criticisms have led to accusations of amorality against 

ANT.63 ANT claims that dominant networks possess power because they are 

dominant, and they have become dominant because they networked more 

successfully. This conceptualization of power denies any pre-existing structures and 

 
60 Frederic Vandenberghe, "Reconstructing Humants: A Humanist Critique of Actant-Netowrk 
Theory," Theory, Culture & Society19, nos. 5-6 (2002): 55 & 60. 
61 Latour, "On Actor-Network," 373. 
62 Winner, "Upon Opening," 370; Crawford, "Actor Network," 3. 
63 Winner, "Upon Opening," 371; Andrea Whittle and André Spicer, "Is Actor Network Theory 
Critique?," Organization Studies 29, no. 4 (April 1, 2008): 622 & 624. 
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suggests structuring forces emerge from the conventions of successful networks. 

This type of claim may be easily misconstrued as a sort of victim-blaming—if the 

oppressed had only done a better job networking they would not be oppressed. 

Critics claim that by combining power as an outcome with descriptions of the nature 

of networks rather than explanations of its causes, effects, or grander meaning, ANT 

obscures or abandons moral arguments.64  

ANT advocates such as Trevor Pinch, Wiebe Bijker, Stuart Shapiro, and 

Darryl Cressman have each acknowledged the lack of ethical consideration or 

messages in prior ANT research. However, they do not attribute this to an 

incompatibility between ethics and the theory. They suggest the amorality of much of 

the work in ANT has been an oversight, and they propose new applications of the 

theory to rectify this.65 The new approaches expand the descriptive foundations to 

incorporate explanations and ethical possibilities. In his discussion of network 

durability, Law, for instance, shifted his focus from determining how networks 

connect, to what makes certain networks and their connections more successful than 

others.66 He then acknowledges the researcher/writer’s duty to both “the real” and 

“the good” and offers a selection of ANT work demonstrating the politics and ethics 

of issues such as healthcare and indigenous knowledge.67 By describing networks 

and explaining their success or failure in achieving power (while acknowledging that 

power is always unstable), ANT identifies potential challenges, and resistance to, 

powerful networks by subordinate ones. Challenge and resistance within and by 

 
64 Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker, "Science, Relativism and the New Sociology of Technology: Reply 
to Russell," Social Studies of Science 16, no. 2 (May 1986): 356; Stuart Shapiro, "Caught in a Web: 
The Implications of Ecology for Radical Symmetry in STS," Social Epistemology 11, no. 1 (1997): 108. 
65 Pinch and Bijker, "Science, Relativism," 385; Shapiro, "Caught in a Web," 108-109; Cressman, "A 
Brief," 10-12. 
66 Law, "Actor Network," 148-149. 
67 Ibid., 154. 
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networks can reflect or incite the termination and reversal of heteronormative 

practices in dominant culture. 

A crucial point in the criticisms of ANT is its descriptive focus on the 

innerworkings of networks. Critics such as Andrea Whittle and André Spicer, Slavoj 

Žižek, Edwin Sayes, Sven Modell, and Olga Amsterdamska, feel ANT is overly 

distracted by trivial details of connections and that it eschews politics and ethics.68 

Sociological issues had been sidelined by a methodological concern for outlining 

network connections with no crucial end point or political/moral argument. With these 

criticisms and their responses or remedies in mind, I approach ANT with an inter- 

rather than intra-network approach. That is, I will focus on multiple networks 

interacting with each other, rather than a single network interacting with itself or its 

component parts. Law claimed that “the most interesting places lie on the boundaries 

of order and disorder, or where different orders rub up against one another.”69 My 

internetwork approach abandons network creation and definition, and centers on 

orders, ordering struggles, convention, and resistance between non-dominant 

networks and dominant networks. I focus on the internetwork dynamics between 

skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, queerness, and heteronormativity. In doing so, I 

dissect instances of agreement and disagreement, of codification and challenge. 

Through an internetwork approach I demonstrate a range of potential interactions 

 
68 Andrea Whittle and André Spicer, “Is Actor Network Theory Critique?,” Organization Studies 29, no. 
4 (April 1, 2008): 611–29, https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840607082223; Slavoj Žižek, “Materialism, Old 
and New: No Gods? No Matter,” STRIKE!, 2014; Edwin Sayes, “Marx and the Critique of Actor-
Network Theory: Mediation, Translation, and Explanation,” Distinktion: Journal of Social Theory 18, 
no. 3 (September 2, 2017): 294–313, https://doi.org/10.1080/1600910X.2017.1390481; Sven Modell, 
“For Structure: A Critical Realist Critique of the Use of Actor-Network Theory in Critical Accounting 
Research,” Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 33, no. 3 (January 1, 2019): 621–40, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-01-2019-3863; Olga Amsterdamska, “Book Review: Surely You Are 
Joking, Monsieur Latour!Science in Action, by Bruno Latour. Milton Keynes: Open University Press: 
1987, 274 Pp. $25.00. Also Available in Paper from Harvard University Press, $12.95,” Science, 
Technology & Human Values 15, no. 4 (1990): 495–504, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/016224399001500407. 
69 Ibid., 144. 
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within networks and between non-dominant networks and a dominant network like 

heteronormativity. Latour has noted that “actor-networks do connect, and by 

connecting with one another provide an explanation of themselves”.70 Networks are 

defined by their connections both within themselves and between themselves and 

other networks. Exploring networks as single entities isolates them and limits their 

possible meanings and traceable actions. An internetwork approach affords me the 

ability to place networks in social issues and change bringing a more social, political, 

and ethical dynamic to the work.  

Drawing on the related theory of new materialism discussed above, Barad 

argues that the nature of relationality and connectivity forces us to confront the limits 

and conditions of non-humanity in order to realize our humanity. Such an idea 

implies an indebtedness to the “other,” for without the “other”, the human, the 

dominant, the self could not be defined. Similarly, we understand, relate to, and 

communicate with one another and our surroundings through our relationships with 

and sense of the non-human. Our interactions with the non-human relates us to the 

other we might not otherwise feel connected to or acknowledge.71 As such, a sense 

of “responsibility” is not a chosen obligation but an inherent way of being implicit to 

all relationships. Thus, I approach my topic with an internetwork focus and support 

from queer theory for the purpose of recuperating queer narrative in predominately 

heteronormative spaces. In this way, I account for criticisms of ANT. The theoretical 

side of this work is supported by empirical examples, the collection of which is 

conducted through media analysis that I elaborate on below. 

 
70 Latour, "On Actor-Network," 375. 
71 K. Barad, “On Touching--The Inhuman That Therefore I Am,” Differences 23, no. 3 (January 1, 
2012): 216–19, https://doi.org/10.1215/10407391-1892943. 
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Methodology 
 

ANT does not stipulate a formal methodology. Instead, it advocates flexible 

techniques that are determined by the subject of the case-study. I conduct a textual 

analysis of skateboarding videos, lectures, and interviews using an ANT framework. 

ANT serves not only as a theoretical schema but also as a methodology in the way it 

traces relations and their transformations to identify the functioning of networks and 

how they comprise the world. Law makes the point that sterile, reproducible, strict, 

and uniform methods fail at times. He emphasizes that the world is messy and that 

any attempt to neaten or smooth it only makes the mess messier. Instead, we must 

accept that our methods and research do not just describe realities but also create 

them.72 In this sense, my research participates in and takes a communicative role in 

the skateboarding network as I speak for my interpretation of the network. 

Through media analysis I illustrate and provide specific and in-depth 

examples of network stabilization and destabilization. My primary sources are music 

from punk and hip hop acts, as well as the songs played over skateboarding footage, 

music videos and visual albums, magazines from the skateboarding, music, fashion 

and entertainment industries, niche zines, skate videos, web series on YouTube and 

other sites, television programs, films, documentaries, autobiographies, 

photography, fashion, and album, street, board, and gallery artwork. I bolster these 

sources with academic work on music cultures, physical cultures, and queer studies. 

Of note, however, is that due to the prominence of cisgender heterosexual (cis-het) 

men in skateboarding, punk, and hip hop, they still hold a lot of prominence in my 

exploration of queer culture and politics within these groups. Thus, even though my 

 
72 John Law, After Method: Mess in Social Science Research (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
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thesis is ultimately about queer world-making, heteronormativity needs to be 

established as the dominant order and site of contested power relations. In some 

ways, it is pertinent to start from the most obvious point of cis-het male figures as a 

function of ‘following’ the actors in an ANT analysis. Cis-het men are often the most 

visible, apparent, accessible, and well-connected actors in heteronormative cultures. 

However, the cis-het male starting is also useful in allowing me to demonstrate how 

heteronormativity can be undermined. That is, in this thesis I manage to produce a 

queer network from the taken for granted assumption of skateboarding as straight 

and masculine. In this way, I also reveal how queerness is involved and reflected in 

mainstream ‘core’ skateboarding and should not be perceived only as niche or 

marginal and thus relegated to the fringes of the network.  

Skateboarding is constituted by and through culture industries and operates 

as a pop cultural phenomenon. As such, I rely on popular culture and digital/internet 

sources. The internet is where these cultures exist, are produced and reproduced. I 

found many artefacts from these cultures online at public sites such as YouTube, the 

Queer Zine Archive Project (QZAP), and Skateboard Magazine Archive. These sites 

allow users to upload old videos and back issues of magazines and zines and 

provide access to materials that may not have been formally preserved as 

hardcopies due to their underground nature. New contributions and developments to 

these cultures such as footage and communities are often initiated online through 

sites like YouTube, chat forums, and social media. The internet aids the 

contemporary DIY ethos valued by my subject groups; these cultures have long 

been facilitated and disseminated through informal communication methods such as 

word of mouth and the passing/posting of flyers. The internet is the new iteration of 

communication, production, and preservation. It also simulates the paradoxical 
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tension between durability and ephemerality that characterizes ANT and the 

circulation and transformation of information. 

The internet provides the most current and diverse content in a way traditional 

print sources cannot match. However, it is constantly changing. While immediacy is 

an asset of the internet it generates challenges as an archive. The internet 

compresses time and space. Through the internet, society and the individual’s 

immediate world have become larger and faster, and at the same time more 

concentrated than ever before. If anything, internet-based research is oversaturated 

with information and potential resources. This oversaturation creates issues of 

remaining up-to-date and filtering sources to ascertain their reliability, relevance, 

usability, and interest. Ultimately, it is impossible to exhaust the internet and all of its 

venues for cultural production and performance. Thus, I focused my data collection 

on some of the most popular and prolific social media sites devoted to 

skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, and queer culture. I screened the main providers 

of data and the key social media figures in these cultures who directed me through 

their links, tags, and references to broader and more obscure sources. For example, 

content providers like The Ride Channel and WOW Presents, and personal accounts 

of key figures such as Tony Hawk, The Boulet Brothers, and Glen E. Friedman 

served as signposts that directed me to niche sources. I cite VICE frequently 

throughout this thesis which carries with it some controversy. VICE has a convoluted 

history and reputation of sexual harassment, journalistic sensationalism, and political 

flip flopping.73 Gavin McInnes, VICE’s cofounder, also founded the far-right and 

extremist group Proud Boys which was infamously involved in the insurrection at the 

 
73 Michael Macdonald, “‘Willing to Go Places, Disrupt Things,’” Chronicle - Herald; Halifax, N.S., July 
7, 2017.  
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United States Capitol on January 6, 2021. However, McInnes left VICE in 2008, well 

before the initiation of the Proud Boys in 2016 and VICE has continued to distance 

itself from McInnes while outrightly condemning the Proud Boys’ extremism.74 For 

the purposes of this project I cite VICE, not for its political journalism but for its 

longstanding commitment to covering alternative, underground, and emerging 

cultures affecting the mainstream. For instance, and demonstrated in Figure 8 below, 

VICE alerted me to professional skater Brian Anderson’s public coming out. 

Anderson’s new gay openness on his social media reveals his involvement with the 

Tom of Finland Foundation that celebrates gay art. A recent collaboration with Tom 

of Finland directed me to Happyhour Skateboards, a company in Finland that 

incorporates queer art and culture into its products. However, source evaluation has 

a degree of interpretation, subjectivity, and nuance that makes it impossible to 

account for all possible circumstances and criteria.  

 
74 Kerry Flynn, “Vice Distances Itself — Again — from Co-Founder Who Started Proud Boys,” CNN, 
October 1, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/01/media/vice-gavin-mcinnes-proud-boys/index.html. 



41 
 

 

Figure 8 Source discovery 

The digital and multimedia elements common in these subcultures permitted 

me greater flexibility when presenting them. In many instances, it was easier, and 

more effective, to provide rather than describe these highly sonic, visual and creative 

cultures and their components and products. Thus, throughout the text I refer to 

selected images, songs, clips, and videos that I believe will enhance the 

understanding of readers and highlight the networks and actors on which I focus as a 

way of supplementing my analysis while reducing excess description. I have 

embedded video links in the text that read “view” and provide the relevant 

timestamps for the most important video elements I discuss. In addition, 

demonstrative images have been inserted directly in this document while other 

media texts can be accessed through the citations.  
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Organization 
 

Bruno Latour, who I follow closely in this research, identifies the starting point for an 

ANT analysis as opposition to grand “social explanations.”75 That is, there is no 

domain or material already assembled that constitutes “the social.” Rather, ANT 

aims to present the social as a process.76 Therefore, the social is what needs to be 

explained rather than what provides the explanation.77 Thus, it is not enough to just 

observe the patterns that order society, research needs to investigate how those 

patterns are achieved and maintained. From this perspective, “society is not what 

holds us together, it is what is held together.”78 Further, “things do not hold because 

they are true…things are true because they hold.”79 Heteronormativity is not the 

natural order of things that binds society to a certain arrangement. It is merely a 

subject whose operations are worth questioning and exposing. ANT proposes three 

successive tasks in the process of investigating something like heteronormativity as 

a form of social glue that is held to be or perceived as true: 1) deployment, 2) 

stabilization, and 3) composition.80 Accordingly, I have organized this thesis into 

three parts corresponding with each task: Part I: Deployment of Heterogeneous 

Networks, Part II: Stabilization through Translation, and Part III: Composing a 

Collective.  

Each part moves between vignettes that describe various artefacts and 

figures from the skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art networks and I analyze an 

 
75 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 1. 
76 Latour, 1. 
77 Latour, 3. 
78 Bruno Latour, “The Powers of Association,” The Sociological Review 32, no. 1 (May 1, 1984): 276, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.1984.tb00115.x. 
79 Rolland Munro, “Actor-Network Theory,” in The SAGE Handbook of Power, ed. Stewart R. Clegg 
and Mark Haugaard (London: SAGE, 2009), 132. 
80 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 16. 
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example from each. In Part I, I discuss what counts as social and what counts as 

action. I outline heteronormativity and skateboarding as networks comprised of 

diverse actors rather than solid and contained formations. In the second part, I make 

visible the translations and actors that have established connections between 

skateboarding and queer networks through hip hop, punk, and art. Here I highlight 

translations that actively destabilize the heteronormative order and are stabilizing a 

queerer arrangement. Finally, in Part III I emphasize the transformative significance 

of being able to compose a new arrangement of the social, one that works for 

individuals who are able to construct their own sense of self and community.  

  



44 
 

Part I: Deployment of Heterogeneous Networks 
 

In the first part of this thesis, I trace the relations that form the heteronormativity and 

skateboarding networks back to their component parts. In Chapter 1: 

Heteronormativity is a Network, I use Foucault and Butler to unpack the black box of 

heteronormativity by interrogating the concepts of a naturalized sexuality, gender, 

and sex. I present arguments regarding how institutions, individuals, economics, 

medicine, and stylization of the body create social understandings of normative and 

binary genders, sexes, and attraction. I also offer possible techniques for challenging 

the taken for granted dominance of heteronormativity such as gender parody and the 

potential shortcomings of these methods. I follow this chapter applying the same 

treatment to skateboarding in Chapter 2: Skateboarding is a Network. I break the 

concept of skateboarding down into four of its most basic parts: the skateboarder, 

the environment, the skateboard, and the music. I describe and advocate for the 

agency of both the human and non-human entities that produce skateboarding. This 

culminates in a discussion of the networked ways in which skateboarding, and its 

connections has interacted with queerness in multiple, simultaneous ways that 

stabilize, destabilize, and revise heteronormativity.  
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Chapter 1: Heteronormativity is a Network 
 

In this chapter, I use ANT to explore heteronormativity: what it is and how to contest 

it. Heteronormativity works ideologically. It refers to the production, experience, and 

treatment of heterosexuality as normal, acceptable, or default. In his essay that 

introduced the term, Warner refers to heteronormativity as “heterosexual culture’s 

exclusive ability to interpret itself as society” that organizes itself in such a way as to 

“presuppose and reinforce a paradigmatically [heterosexual] position.”81 

Heteronormativity privileges heterosexuality with a sense of “rightness and normalcy” 

and embeds it so deep in social ideology and our daily lives that it is “often 

unconscious [and] immanent to practice or to institutions.”82 That is, 

heteronormativity appears to be so natural that heterosexuality is simply expected of 

each and every person and encoded into virtually all aspects of social life. Butler’s 

notion of the heterosexual matrix is a useful concept for further understanding 

heteronormativity. The heterosexual matrix extends heteronormativity to incorporate 

aspects of sex and gender in addition to sexuality/desire. The three matrix elements 

of sex, gender, and desire conflate in such a way that they each presuppose and 

manifest one another, making heterosexual cisgender identities compulsory and 

anything that does not comply “unintelligible.”83 Heterosexuality is the desire 

between two binary sexes that should be easily distinguishable and opposable 

through gender representation. Put another way, “the male desire for a female 

manifests masculinity and consolidates the gender identity of ‘man’.”84 Thus, 

 
81 Michael Warner, “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet,” Social Text, no. 29 (1991): 8 & 14. 
82 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, “Sex in Public,” Critical Inquiry 24, no. 2 (1998): 548 & 554-55. 
83 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, second edition (London: Routledge, 1999): 23; Samuel A. 
Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect’ : Subversions of Heteronormativity,” Political Studies 55, no. 3 
(October 1, 2007): 670, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00654.x. 
84 Samuel A. Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect’ : Subversions of Heteronormativity,” Political Studies 
55, no. 3 (October 1, 2007): 669, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00654.x. 
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heteronormativity also incorporates elements of cisnormativity,85 or the idea that 

gender corresponds to physical sex and that one is meant to identify as the gender 

associated with their sex (i.e. men are males and women are females). This 

conceptualization of sex and gender also incorporates assumptions of gender 

binarism and gender essentialism that suggest only two genders or sexes exist and 

assigns social expectations to those genders / sexes.  

As heteronormativity deals with aspects of identity, it is both personal / private 

as well as social / public.86 It occurs not only on the interpersonal level between 

individuals, but at the institutional level of politics. Heteronormativity permeates 

“intimate sex practices and affects related not just to family, romance, or friendship 

but also to the public world governing both policy and everyday life” such as 

marriage laws and healthcare.87 However, the pervasiveness of heteronormativity is 

often unnoticed or taken for granted by the heteronormative compliant population 

and at times even those it oppresses. Yet, heteronormativity is not a given. The 

concept is one of social power which is also the site of struggle – characterized by 

inherent instability and vulnerability. Heteronormativity requires constant 

maintenance.88 In the language of ANT, the ideology, hegemony, or social order of 

heteronormativity constitutes a “black box” or “punctualized network.” ANT is a 

helpful addition to the repertoire of feminist and queer theory that has conceptualized 

sexuality, gender, sex, and heteronormativity as a nexus of power relations and 

regulatory forces. Heteronormativity is a complex network of agents and factors that 

 
85 Cisnormativity is derived from the term cisgender. Cisgender refers to identifying as the gender 
socially associated with one’s physical sex, while transgender refers to identifying as the opposite 
gender to one’s sex. Cis-, meaning “on this side of,” is the antonym to trans-, which means “across.” 
86 Warner, “Introduction,” 14. 
87 Berlant and Warner, “Guest Column,” 346–47; Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 554–55. 
88 Herz and Johansson, “The Normativity of the Concept of Heteronormativity,” 1017; Berlant and 
Warner, “Sex in Public,” 553; Elizabeth Atkinson and Renée DePalma, “Un‐believing the Matrix: 
Queering Consensual Heteronormativity,” Gender and Education 21, no. 1 (January 1, 2009): 17 & 
20, https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250802213149. 
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has achieved such coherence and adherence as to become dominant. It is no longer 

understood as a network capable of change and contestation but taken as a fact. 

However, as a network, it is always vulnerable to challenge and revision and thus 

requiring constant maintenance and reinforcement.89 

Heteronormativity acts as a concrete social structure that variously classifies, 

categorizes, defines, measures, and assigns people into social divisions and 

positions of power or oppression. ANT is useful as it acknowledges that there are 

patterns of social organization, hierarchies, common predictable arrangements, and 

tendencies to do, believe, or expect the same thing, but that the influences governing 

such behaviors and ordering are not some omnipotent and omnipresent structure. 

Instead, ANT presents social structures as a “verb” rather than a “noun.” That is, 

structures are “not free-standing … but a site of struggles, a relational effect that 

recursively generates and reproduces itself.”90 For this reason, ANT “is concerned 

with the mechanics of power” active in the networks that comprise punctualized 

networks such as heteronormativity.91 From this perspective, there is an elision 

between heteronormativity as an ideological apparatus and the bodies whose 

sexuality and gender it governs. However, there are differences in practice “in the 

methods and materials that they deploy to generate themselves.”92 Outlining the 

connections that make heteronormativity so dominant and pervasive is the only way 

it can be modified.93 In this way the descriptive mode of ANT is the first step or 

 
89 Cassandra S. Crawford, “Actor Network Theory,” in Encyclopedia of Social Theory, ed. George 
Ritzer (SAGE Publications, August 19, 2004), 2; John Law, “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-
Network: Ordering, Strategy, and Heterogeneity,” Systems Practice 5, no. 4 (1992): 385, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01059830. 
90 Law, “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network,” 385–86. 
91 Law, 380. 
92 Law, 390. 
93 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 86. 
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catalyst towards social change. The network must be made visible before it can be 

rearranged. 

I begin this chapter by exploring the mechanics of heteronormativity as laid 

out by Foucault and Butler who identify the basic networks that generate sexuality, 

gender, and sex as the foundation of heteronormativity.94 I then describe queerness 

and its role in destabilizing heteronormativity. However, dominant norm networks like 

heteronormativity are so pervasive that they still influence contrasting operations like 

queerness. As such, despite often being considered as the inverse of 

heteronormativity, queerness and queer politics struggle to identify what exactly 

constitutes subversion of heteronormative culture. Therefore, I finish the chapter by 

discussing the ways in which heteronormativity continues to influence queer acts and 

networks, and how ANT informs debates about queer identities and subversion / 

resistance to heteronormativity. The application of ANT as an intervention for 

rethinking debates in queer theory is a running theme throughout this thesis and a 

major contribution of my work. 

 

The Networks Producing Sexuality, Gender, and Sex 
 

Foucault argues that the concept of sexuality was created by the very powers and 

institutions that would seek to control it as a means of regulating the population. He 

was particularly interested in the Victorian era which is commonly perceived as one 

 
94 Foucault and Butler are two of the most prolific thinkers on the subjects of sex, gender, and 
sexuality. There are major overlaps between their arguments, and Foucault’s ideas are a foundational 
influence for both Butler and ANT. However, Butler has also been accused of ‘misinterpreting’ 
Foucault. For a more in-depth examination of the similarities and tensions between Foucault and 
Butler, and the implications for ANT, than I can provide in this thesis see: Jacob Maze, “Normativity 
versus Normalisation: Reassembling Actor-Network Theory through Butler and Foucault,” Culture, 
Theory and Critique 61, no. 4 (October 1, 2020): 389–403, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14735784.2020.1780623. 
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of sexual repression. It is assumed that sex and discussion around sex in this period 

was shunned and limited only to the ideal of the married, monogamous, reproductive 

heterosexual couple. Foucault dismisses and argues against this “repressive 

hypothesis” suggesting that, on the contrary, there was “discursive explosion” around 

sex in the 18th and 19th centuries.95 Anything considered sexual deviance was 

identified and scrutinized, and resulted in a “pathologizing” of diverse sexualities 

called “perversions.” 96 This examination and proliferation of discourses around sex 

did not reduce but instead multiplied and “initiated sexual heterogeneities.”97                                

The power that supposedly repressed sex was thus invented and the process 

“implanted” perversions in society. By creating the problem of perversion while 

disguising its proliferation, the regulation of sex created the need for itself. Sexual 

acts considered deviant were no longer just independent sexual acts but 

manifestations of perversions from the ‘norm’ that were inherent to and characteristic 

of the person (i.e. sexuality). According to Foucault, sex was allegedly being silenced 

and repressed more than ever, precisely as it became a serious public concern. The 

idea of a sovereign power that represses sex, masked a “technology of sex” that 

encompassed economic, medical, psychiatric, religious, pedagogic, and political 

influences. These influences, initially instituted to regulate the labor force, now began 

to regulate the health, prosperity, and progress of the human species.98 The 

construction and regulation of sexuality indicated a new form of diffuse network-like 

power “whose operation is not ensured by right but by technique, not by law but by 

 
95 Foucault, 37-38. 
96 Foucault, 38. 
97 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, vol. 1, 4 vols. (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1978): 37. 
98 Foucault, 107 & 114. 
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normalization, not by punishment but by control, methods that are employed on all 

levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its apparatus.”99  

Butler extends Foucault’s account of the construction of sexuality. She argues 

that gender and sex are similarly constructed by the discourse of “compulsory 

heterosexuality.” The construction of sexuality produced gender and sex as a by-

product because heteronormativity relies on the heterosexual matrix of masculine 

male men desiring feminine female women.100 Anything else is unintelligible. In this 

framework, networks of power created heterosexuality and homosexuality in order to 

reinforce the former by sanctioning the latter, and the same can be said for gender 

norms that were inscribed onto physical sex.101 Yet, the perception of these 

constructs as naturally given structures persists because “power is tolerable only on 

condition that it mask a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its 

ability to hide its own mechanisms.”102 In the language of ANT, the punctualization of 

the networks that produce sexuality, gender, and sex works by misdirecting 

individuals’ attention away from the creation of sexuality and the creation of binaries 

and hierarchies of ‘acceptable and ‘deviant’ sexualities.103 When sexuality, gender, 

and sex are made to appear essential, the mechanisms and motivations behind their 

construction and regulation can be ignored. The resulting power dynamics from that 

system then seem natural and apolitical and resistance is misdirected from the 

creation of these constructs to their ‘liberation.’ In other words, the ‘born this way’ 

messaging of some gay rights campaigns feeds into the notion of an inherent 

sexuality rejected by Foucault and Butler. I follow Foucault’s and Butler’s logic that 

 
99 Foucault, 89. 
100 Butler, Gender Trouble, 22–23. 
101 Butler, 110–13. 
102 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1:86. 
103 Foucault, 95. 
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instead of trying to assert the ‘naturalness’ of an unnatural construct, resistance 

should be levied against being identified / categorized according to sexual desire. 

While this perspective complicates notions of subversion, dispelling claims that sex, 

gender, and sexuality are given, I suggest it allows more room for political action. 

Foucault argues that subversion or resistance to the power exerted by 

sexuality does not constitute ‘liberation.’104 He explains that “there is no escaping 

from power that is always-already present”; nonetheless, this does not mean that 

heteronormativity cannot be resisted. In fact, resistance is necessary to, and inherent 

in, the operation of power.105 The existence of power “depends on a multiplicity of 

points of resistance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle in 

power relations.” As such, “there is no single locus of great Refusal … more often 

one is dealing with mobile and transitory points of resistance, producing cleavages in 

a society that shift about, fracturing unities and effecting regroupings, furrowing 

across individuals themselves, cutting them up and remolding them.”106 For this 

reason, Foucault contends that to attempt to ‘liberate’ one’s ‘true’ sexuality from 

‘repression’ is to play directly into the hand of power and reinforce the existence of a 

sexuality that only confirms heteronormativity. Instead, Foucault offers a rather 

ambiguous solution to coexisting with embedded power relations by constantly 

questioning labels, roles, and the reasons for, and restrictions on, desires.107 Butler 

takes this further; she offers a way to challenge the constructs producing 

heteronormativity more directly through gender parody such as drag, which I discuss 

further in the next section.108 

 
104 Foucault, 1:82. 
105 Foucault, 1:82 & 95. 
106 Foucault, 1:95–96. 
107 Foucault, 1:157. 
108 Butler, Gender Trouble, 146. 
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Destabilizing Heteronormative Networks 
 

In ANT the norms and constructs that pattern the social world, what Latour calls 

“quasi-standards,” “forms,” and “collecting statements,” are not rigid laws but 

ritualized standards and expectations (of which there are many possible versions).109 

ANT takes these rituals as the starting point of analysis so that “when agencies are 

introduced they are never presented simply as matters of fact but always as matters 

of concern, with their mode of fabrication and their stabilizing mechanisms clearly 

visible.”110 Once these rituals have been revealed, network actors may realize and 

seek out other ways to enact and format networks.111 Foucault’s idea of resistance 

represents the first step of attempting to trace back the relations that have produced 

norm networks. But Butler’s technique begins to rearrange the network so as to 

produce a new form of relation to understand and interact with bodies, identities, and 

desires. Together, they undermine the notion of interior categories that could be 

used to define, separate, and hierarchize groups. Foucault’s and Butler’s accounts 

reinforce Latour’s contention that a social structure is “simply an actor-network on 

which there is scant information or whose participants are so quiet that no new 

information is required.”112 In the case of heteronormativity, information is not scant 

but quiet. Prolific “genealogies” of sexuality, gender, and sex as outlined by Foucault 

and Butler show that participants have been quieted through normalization. Foucault 

and Butler treat sexuality, gender, and sex as matters of concern—in Latour’s 

terms—directly challenging the ways they have been presented as fact and 

 
109 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 223–32. 
110 Latour, 120. 
111 Latour, 240–46. 
112 Latour, 202. 
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explaining how they have been taken for granted. They argue that sexuality, gender, 

and sex are social constructs rather than natural classifications.  

Queer theory, like ANT, is a framework that calls into question what has been 

taken for granted. Berlant and Warner describe “the queer world” as “a space of 

entrances, exits, unsystematized lines of acquaintance, projected horizons, typifying 

examples, alternate routes, blockages, incommensurate geographies.”113 The queer 

world is a network. Networking represents queerness and non-normative identities 

and the ways they navigate the complexity that structuring attempts to contain. The 

way these networks interact with broader social norms, particularly 

heteronormativity, reveals how non-normative groups of people are able to negotiate 

their place in society and vie for power and representation. Much like ANT, within a 

queer framework structuring forces are reimagined as “elastic alliances” dependent 

upon “dispersed and contradictory strategies for self-maintenance and 

reproduction.”114 By extension, “heterosexuality is not a thing.”115 Berlant and Warner 

contend that systems of heteronormativity have “never had more than a provisional 

unity.”116 At the same time, networks make it difficult to label behaviors and identities 

as ‘normal’ or ‘deviant.’ ANT considers such labels to be connected and defined by 

one another, unable to exist independently. Further, such labels or classifications 

may also no longer be understood as given when network relations are understood 

to be continually negotiated and reworked. However, the process of undermining and 

overthrowing prevailing norms is complex, nuanced, and debated. This is what 

makes queer theory and ANT compatible when investigating heteronormativity. 

 
113 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 558. 
114 Berlant and Warner, 553. 
115 Berlant and Warner, 552. 
116 Berlant and Warner, 552. 
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Acts of destabilization are unpredictable, ephemeral, and indeterminate. One 

hurdle I faced in this project was to identify subversive and deviate acts / processes 

of destabilization when they are so contentious and nuanced. The indeterminate 

nature of subversion has divided scholars to the extent that there is debate as to 

whether naming heteronormativity is an act of subversion or reinforcement. 

Heteronormativity is, as Chambers states, “an invisible operation” that “work[s] best 

when [it is] never exposed” so “to reveal the norm may be to subvert it.” In this 

sense, we are “calling [norms] into question…by merely calling them out.”117 

Conversely, it may be that “through naming and believing the heterosexual matrix 

and identifying evidence of its operation, we reify, reinforce and reinscribe it, even as 

we attempt to subvert, unsettle or deconstruct” heteronormativity.118 I agree with 

Chambers that subversion is commonly thought of as deviance from the norm. Yet, it 

is not the case that any deviance from what is expected is subversion, “indeed, 

norms depend for their survival on a certain number of deviant cases” to point to as 

the undesirable or impermissible ‘other.’119 Additionally, it is difficult to provide a 

universal definition of or identification criteria for deviance. Deviance, to some extent 

is context-specific. Defining subversion in terms of deviance is difficult because, in 

Butler’s terms, “judgments on what distinguishes the subversive from the 

unsubversive … cannot be made out of context … cannot be made in ways that 

endure through time.”120 For instance, while some believe same-sex marriage and 

families subvert heteronormativity by deviating from the heterosexual expectation of 

such institutions, others believe participating in heteronormative institutions like 

marriage only contributes to their dominance and that real deviance would be to 

 
117 Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect,’” 665 & 661. 
118 Atkinson and DePalma, “Un‐believing the Matrix,” 17. 
119 Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect,’” 668. 
120 Butler, Gender Trouble, xxi. 
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abandon them altogether.121 In this sense, subversion and deviance are matters of 

concern in addition to heteronormativity. 

It is difficult to measure deviance against a norm when deviance must be 

defined in terms of the norm. I adopt Butler’s argument that heteronormativity’s 

ability to appear stable and “true” relies on its strict practices of “reading” sex, 

gender, and sexuality discursively. Heteronormativity defines the intelligibility and 

legibility of sexual identities by establishing and enforcing strict expectations that 

allow rigorous and limiting classifications. For this reason, I propose that confusing a 

norm may be a more reliable way of understanding subversion then relying solely on 

arguments of what may or may not constitute deviance. According to queer theorists, 

to make identities “unintelligibile” and “illegible” to heteronormativity undermines its 

reading practices and reveals its weaknesses, inefficacy, and contradictions. Illegible 

queerness, likewise, inspires new modes of reading and understanding identities that 

deconstruct those established through heteronormativity.122 To challenge the 

legibility of normative sex, gender, and sexuality would be to challenge “the 

presumption of heterosexuality” that is the foundation of heteronormativity. For this 

reason I suggest that confusing notions of sexuality, gender, and sex makes the 

instability and contestability of heteronormativity apparent when “it must be defended 

rather than assumed.”123 Heteronormativity is built on and remains stable through a 

repetition of its logic, but repetition is necessary to identity production and 

reproduction and so cannot be done away with entirely. Instead, as Butler points out, 

“to subvert [heteronormativity] is to repeat the regulatory practices that maintain [it], 

but to do so in a way that alters its terms.”124 Since heteronormativity requires 

 
121 Herz and Johansson, “The Normativity of the Concept of Heteronormativity,” 1012-1016. 
122 Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect,’” 673. 
123 Chambers, 674. 
124 Butler, Gender Trouble, 42; Chambers, “‘An Incalculable Effect,’” 667. 
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constant maintenance and reinforcement, it is confused through misrepetition or a 

“failed copy” of the heterosexual matrix of sex, gender, sexuality that underlies 

heteronormativity.125 Unintelligibility and illegibility are misrepetitions of the 

heteronormative order. Confusion through misrepetition exploits the instability of the 

reigning heteronormative order in order to destabilize it, while stabilizing an 

alternative queer order to take its place.  

Butler identifies drag as an important mode of disrupting the heterosexual 

matrix and thus destabilizing heteronormativity. I discuss drag several times 

throughout the thesis, along with other means of gender ‘troubling.’ According to 

Butler, gender parody disrupts heteronormativity by questioning subjectivities and 

the notion of a core identity, while exaggerating / making literal the performativity of 

gender by satirizing gender roles and norms.126 Through gender parody “the original, 

the authentic, and the real are themselves constituted as effects.”127 Revealing 

gender as an ‘effect’ indicates how “the loss of gender norms would have the effect 

of proliferating gender configuration, destabilizing substantive identity, and depriving 

the naturalizing narratives of compulsory heterosexuality and their central 

protagonists: ‘man’ and ‘woman.’”128 Butler embraces the popular understanding of 

drag queens as cisgender homosexual men dressing and performing as women. The 

feminine aspects of a performer’s personality are allowed to overpower the 

masculine exterior of the male performer. This is then further compounded and 

contradicted by layering a feminine exterior onto the male body making the feminine 

and masculine simultaneously interior and exterior. This folding of gender into itself 

calls into question the ‘truth’ of rigid gender roles and mocks the idea of a clear 
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gender binary as well as an authentic interior gender that is not performative. Rather, 

“gender is an ‘act,’ as it were, that is open to splittings, self-parody, self-criticism, and 

those hyperbolic exhibitions of ‘the natural’ that, in their very exaggeration, reveal its 

fundamentally phantasmic status.”129 

Critics of drag see the gender performance as potentially reinforcing 

stereotypes, norms, and expectations rather than always parodying them. Butler 

responds by noting that “the notion of gender parody … does not assume that there 

is an original which such parodic identities imitate. Indeed, the parody is of the very 

notion of an original.”130 According to this interpretation, “gender parody reveals that 

original identity after which gender fashions itself is an imitation without an origin.”131 

Notwithstanding Butler’s response, some critics have likened the gender parody of 

drag to the offensive racial parody of blackface.132 This is a similar criticism that trans 

women face from ‘TERFs’ (trans exclusionary radical feminists) or ‘gender critical 

feminists’ who controversially purport that trans women threaten female spaces, co-

opt the female struggle, and attempt to define being a women through 

stereotypes.133 Butler acknowledges that, while the replication of stereotypes that 

feminism has tried to separate from women “are clearly part of hegemonic, 

misogynist culture, they are nevertheless denaturalized and mobilized through their 

parodic recontextualization.”134 Likewise, drag queen Miz Cracker rejects the 

 
129 Butler, 146–47. 
130 Butler, 138. 
131 Butler, 138. 
132 Kelly Kleiman, “Drag = Blackface,” Chicago-Kent Law Review 75, no. 3 (2000): 669–86; Jeremy 
Diamond and Alexandra Jaffe, “Mary Cheney: Why Is Drag ‘socially Acceptable’ and Blackface Isn’t? 
- CNN Politics,” CNN, January 30, 2015, https://www.cnn.com/2015/01/30/politics/mary-cheney-
facebook-post/index.html; Rhuaridh Marr, “Former Olympic Athlete Claims Drag Is ‘like Blackface,’” 
Metro Weekly, December 23, 2019, https://www.metroweekly.com/2019/12/former-olympic-athlete-
claims-drag-is-like-blackface/. 
133 Viv Smythe, “I’m Credited with Having Coined the Word ‘Terf’. Here’s How It Happened,” the 
Guardian, November 28, 2018, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/nov/29/im-credited-
with-having-coined-the-acronym-terf-heres-how-it-happened. 
134 Butler, Gender Trouble, 138. 



58 
 

comparison to blackface as insensitive to the historical significance of minstrelsy. 

Yet, she concedes that there is weight to the claim that some drag may degrade 

women. Cracker asks fellow performers to question if their drag is parodying the 

gender roles women face or “if they lazily mock them.”135 Against this background, I 

suggest that Butler’s interpretation of drag’s gender parody may be somewhat 

optimistic or naive toward the internalization of gender and sex present in some 

segments of drag culture. In some ways, heteronormativity has become so 

punctualized that heteronormative beliefs and practices pervade even those 

communities that outwardly defy the heterosexual matrix through gender parody. 

 

Heteronormativity in Drag and Queer Culture 
 

In the previous section I outlined different ways that heteronormativity may be 

contested through the misrepetition of the heterosexual matrix and gender parody. In 

this section I reveal some of the challenges and contradictions in trying to destabilize 

powerful norms. Gender parody is not a perfect technique for subverting the 

heterosexual matrix that reinforces the constructs of sexuality, gender, and sex. In 

many ways, heteronormativity has seeped into the practice of drag and queer culture 

at large. Destabilizing heteronormativity continues to be an ongoing and negotiated 

process, and struggle, even among those who disrupt the heterosexual matrix. 

Heteronormativity is still pervasive in parodic practices of gender performativity when 

queens are expected to adhere to feminine stereotypes that limit the understandings 

and possibilities of womanhood (e.g. subscribing to certain body types, ways of 

dressing and speaking). Drag queen Adore Delano is regularly criticized for refusing 

 
135 Miz Cracker, “Drag Isn’t Like Blackface. But That Doesn’t Mean It’s Always Kind to Women.,” Slate 
Magazine, February 17, 2015, https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/02/is-mary-cheney-right-about-
drag-being-like-blackface.html. 
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to cinch her waist and for wearing t-shirts, cutoff jeans, and combat boots instead of 

gowns and heels (Fig. 9).136 Defending her less overtly feminine interpretation of 

drag, Delano says she is “inspired by the grunge movement, the riot grrrl movement 

of the 90s” and admits that “a lot of people don’t get that.” Her interpretation of 

femininity and womanhood is based on feminist punk women who did not adhere to 

traditional gender roles themselves. But because Delano was assigned male at birth 

her less glamorous brand of drag is considered “lazy” or not drag enough. So, while 

members of the drag community try to pressure Delano into adopting and accepting 

hegemonic standards of traditional femininity, she rejects the incapacitating body 

modifications and behavioral expectations that have been historically used to 

oppress women: “I mean, I can’t crowd-surf in a corset.”137  

 
136 “Adore Delano - Official Site,” accessed May 28, 2021, https://www.adoredelano.com/about.php. 
137 Nick Murray, “All Star Talent Show Extravaganza,” RuPaul’s Drag Race All Stars, August 25, 2016. 
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Figure 9 Adore Delano has faced criticism for her less 'polished' drag inspired by grunge rock. Delano dismisses 
these comments saying, "I'm polish remover, bitch."138 

In addition to potentially limiting understandings and possibilities of 

womanhood, the heteronormative influence that appears in drag also limits 

understandings and possibilities of trans and gender non-conforming identities. 

Despite being some of the most active figures in the movements for queer rights and 

some of the most important figures in the development of modern drag culture, trans 

people have often been discriminated against and excluded from mainstream drag 

and queer culture. RuPaul, for example, recently said that he would likely not allow 

cis women or trans women who were physically transitioning to compete on 

RuPaul’s Drag Race. Likewise, of the over 100 contestants to appear in 13 seasons 

of RuPaul’s Drag Race, there has never been a drag king or women doing male 

 
138 Nick Murray, “RuPaul’s Big Opening: Part 1,” RuPaul’s Drag Race, 2014, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3464942/characters/nm2924001. 
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impersonation. RuPaul believes that “drag loses its sense of danger and its sense of 

irony once it’s not men doing it, because at its core it’s a social statement and a big f-

you to male-dominated culture. So for men to do it, it’s really punk rock, because it’s 

a real rejection of masculinity.”139 Thus, this supposed ‘f-you’ to male-dominated 

culture is in some ways just another iteration of male-dominated culture. If, according 

to RuPaul, drag represents a “synthetic idea of femininity”, and if all femininity (and 

masculinity) is inauthentic as Butler contends, then it should be equally accessible to 

all gender identities and expressions.140 Outcry in response to RuPaul’s comments 

has led to attempts to step-back the exclusivity of the show. RuPaul admits, “I 

walked into this thing with an idea of what drag is and the kids have a different idea. 

They keep changing it…so, I keep moving with what the kids are doing.”  

Drag Race season nine (2017) winner, Sasha Velour represents the newer 

generations’ understanding of drag and its political potential. She argues that "drag is 

so much more than gay men dressing up as women. It's about creating space and 

creating validity for people who want to express gender differently and by their own 

rules.”141 Velour insists that “drag queens, drag kings, need to be at the forefront of 

pushing for rights and protections and safe spaces for the entire spectrum of gender 

non-conforming and trans people."142 Keeping up with this evolving perspective on 

drag, season 13 (2021) featured Gottmik, the first openly trans man contestant (Fig. 

10).143 Accordingly, the show’s tag line was revised from “Gentlemen, start your 

engines, and may the best woman win!” to “Racers, start your engines, and may the 

 
139 Decca Aitkenhead, “RuPaul: ‘Drag Is a Big f-You to Male-Dominated Culture,’” The Guardian, 
March 3, 2018, http://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2018/mar/03/rupaul-drag-race-big-f-you-to-
male-dominated-culture. 
140 Aitkenhead. 
141 “Sasha Velour On Why Drag Is A ‘Political And Historical Art Form,’” wbur, July 24, 2017, 
https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2017/07/24/sasha-velour. 
142 “Velour On Why Drag” 
143 “Gottmik Signed 8x10 Finale Print RED ALL OVER,” mybestjudy merch, accessed May 28, 2021, 
https://mybestjudymerch.com/products/copy-of-gottmik-signed-8x10-finale-print-red-all-over. 
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best drag queen win!”144 Gottmik was assigned female at birth, identifies and lives as 

a man, and performs a version of femininity or womanhood for work / art. When 

discussing Gottmik’s gender identity I will use he/him pronouns instead of she/her, 

as is custom when referring to drag queens, as I am discussing his identity outside of 

drag and how it affected the development of his drag persona. When referring to 

Gottmik solely in the context of a drag persona, however, it is appropriate and 

customary to use she/her pronouns and is Gottmik’s preference.145 Gottmik 

embodies and embraces the gender confusion queer theorists believe is necessary 

to destabilize heteronormativity. In Gottmik’s own words, “so many people all the 

time, even when they're nice, are kind of just confused by it because it is different 

concept I guess.”146 Being trans and a practitioner of drag, Gottmik has ample 

experience and understanding of the performativity and inauthenticity of gender and 

sex. Yet, he describes his own journey of identity and expression as one grounded in 

confusion. The heterosexual matrix and heteronormativity still influenced his 

understanding of himself. His desire to do drag with a feminine persona made him 

doubt whether he was a trans man. Eventually, he realized his “cisgender male 

friends are the most feminine people you've ever met in your life. And they're men. 

Like, just because you were born a girl once upon a time ... you're still allowed to be 

a feminine guy, too.”147 With this new perspective, his femininity and drag made 

sense to him. He’s “a man in a wig ... like every single other guy” on Drag Race.148 

 
144 Alex Kacala, “Meet Gottmik, the 1st Transgender Man to Compete on ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race,’” 
TODAY.com, accessed April 10, 2021, https://www.today.com/tmrw/who-gottmik-meet-1st-
transgender-man-compete-rupaul-s-drag-t205313. 
145 Nick Murray, “Condragulations,” RuPaul’s Drag Race, 2021, 
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt13759764/. 
146 Kacala, “Meet Gottmik, the 1st Transgender Man to Compete on ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race.’” 
147 Kacala. 
148 Kacala. 
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Gottmik echoes Butler when he concludes that “drag and gender are two different 

things” and neither is necessarily attached or referent to something ‘real.’149 

 

Figure 10 Gottmik wearing a Keith Haring inspired look promoting trans rights and a message to "crash the 

cistem" 

I want to also make the point that issues of gender politics in drag are not new 

debates stemming from the increasing visibility (and thus critiques) of queer culture. 

Trans woman and drag queen, Peppermint critiques the longstanding segregation in 

the queer community saying, “there is a level of discrimination within our community 

still … Women, people assigned female at birth, trans women, should have the right 

to enter spaces that have been historically just for gay men.”150 Recent explorations 

of queer history such as the television series Pose (2018-2021) about the ballroom 

drag nightlife of 1980s and 1990s New York City (primarily a community of black and 

brown gay men and trans women) attempts to introduce contemporary (and straight) 

 
149 Kacala. 
150 Tim Mulkerin, “We Asked 3 Trans Drag Performers about the Present and Future of Drag. Here’s 
What They Said.,” Mic, accessed April 9, 2021, https://www.mic.com/articles/187649/we-asked-3-
trans-drag-performers-about-the-present-and-future-of-drag-heres-what-they-said. 
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audiences to historical conflicts between different races and gender identities that 

may appear unified under the LGBTQIA moniker. The second episode, titled 

‘Access,’ examines white gay men who have been privileged in the queer community 

and others who have been marginalized for deviating from perceived norms.151 Much 

of the series draws inspiration from real life examples of queer figures and pioneers 

of the past like Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson (Fig. 11).152  

 

Figure 11 Trans activists Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson 

Rivera and Johnson founded the activist group Street Transvestite Action 

Revolutionaries (STAR) in 1970 to advocate for recognition of trans people, gender 

diverse people, and drag queens in the gay liberation movement and struggle for 

 
151 Nick Large, “Breaking Down Blanca’s Sip-In on POSE,” Medium, June 11, 2018, 
https://medium.com/@nicklarge/breaking-down-blancas-sip-in-on-pose-7db22dfe1523. 
152 “Marsha P. Johnson & Sylvia Rivera (U.S. National Park Service),” accessed May 29, 2021, 
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/marsha-p-johnson-sylvia-rivera.htm. 
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rights for queer people.153 In a 1971 essay, Rivera called trans people “the most 

oppressed people in the homosexual community.” She describes their oppressive 

encounters with police, heterosexuals, and “even sometimes by other uptight 

homosexuals who consider us the scum of the gay community. They do this because 

they are not liberated.”154 She cites the ingrained acceptance of the heterosexual 

matrix as it pertains to gender (if not gay male desire) as the source of gay men’s 

unwillingness to engage with the radical confusion of trans unintelligibility. In her 

words, “we have lost our jobs, our homes, friends, family because of lack of 

understanding of our inner-most feelings and lack of knowledge of our valid life 

style.”155 Referring to the queer community’s prejudice against trans people, Rivera 

claims “they have been brainwashed by this fucked up system that has condemned 

us and by doctors that call us a disease and a bunch of freaks.” Here Rivera 

identifies the heteronormative network as having influenced the divisions within the 

queer community that work to reify the heterosexual matrix. Clearly, queer 

communities are not inherently immune to heteronormativity, nor is drag and the 

gender parody and confusion it offers entirely subversive. Just as identities are 

multiple and indeterminate, so too are interactions with or negotiations of 

heteronormativity. It is this type of nuance and the complex relationships between 

different agencies and arrangements that lends the subject of heteronormativity to an 

ANT analysis. 

  

 
153 Street transvestite was the language of the time for what we would commonly refer to as 
transgender today. 
154 Sylvia Rivera, “Transvestites: Your Half-Sisters & Half-Brothers of the Revolution,” in Street 
Transvestite Action Revolutionaries: Survival, Revolt, and Queer Antagonist Struggle, ed. Ehn 
Nothing (Untorelli Press, 2013), 19. 
155 Rivera, “Transvestites", 19. 
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ANT and the Antisocial Thesis 
 

The complexity of heteronormativity has led to some extreme arguments such as the 

antisocial thesis most notably promoted by queer theorist Lee Edelman. Most queer 

theorists have accepted that heteronormativity functions as a network of power, 

meaning contesting heteronormativity is not a straight-forward task. This has 

prompted some to propose cutting all ties to sociability as a way of existing outside 

of heteronormative society. The antisocial thesis of queer theory proposes a nihilistic 

anti-identitarianism or “queer unbelonging” that rejects sociability and community in 

order to escape heteronormativity by refusing to participate in a heteronormative 

society.156 But this misunderstands a fundamental principle of networks that there is 

no removal, only reassembling. Further, critics point out that the antisocial thesis 

continues to center the white gay male as the universal subject of queer struggles. 

José Esteban Muñoz goes so far as to lambast it as “the gay white man’s last 

stand.”157 Mari Ruti more diplomatically articulates that the “radical negativity and 

self-dissolution” called for by the antisocial thesis “can only be undertaken from a 

position of relative security, that deprivileged subjects” whose “symbolic identity is 

shaky to begin with” do not have the same access to.158 As such, ANT not only 

contributes to debates around the antisocial thesis and suggests new ways of 

understanding how queer politics and identities use connections to the social world 

(even a heteronormative one); it also helps marginalized intersectional identities 

construct a unique understanding of identity and belonging. In the second and third 

parts of this thesis I examine the connections queer subjects use with other groups 

 
156 Robert L. Caserio et al., “The Antisocial Thesis in Queer Theory,” PMLA 121, no. 3 (2006): 819. 
157 Caserio et al., 825. 
158 Mari Ruti, “Why There Is Always a Future in the Future,” Angelaki 13, no. 1 (April 1, 2008): 116, 
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to forge their own attachments and create new ways of arranging the social that is 

diverse and productive as opposed to singular and nihilistic / destructive. Therefore, I 

use the remaining portion of this chapter to set up the ways in which connectivity, as 

laid out by ANT, is useful to marginalized identities. 

Both ANT and queer theorists on either side of the antisocial debate would 

accept the premise of the postmodern fractured self. However, antisocial queer 

theorists “tend to see the symbolic as a monolithic monster” impeding liberation.159 

Alternatively, “without our participation in symbolic structures of meaning we would 

be deprived of many of the things that give us pleasure in the world, including our 

ability to engender new forms of meaning.”160 ANT would support this point that 

subjectivity is not inherently evil and oppressive. In fact, for ANT subjectivity “is 

surely a large part of what we mean by being human” and therefore “the question is 

not to fight against categories but rather to ask: ‘Is the category subjecting or 

subjectifying you?’”161 Latour uses the analogy of a marionette puppet that becomes 

more “articulate” with each string that is attached. The quality of those attachments 

depends on the puppeteer, or the dominant order in which the subject exists.162 In 

Ruti’s words, while “there is no doubt that we are subjected to the larger symbolic 

structures of the world,” like puppets, “we also have the capacity to mold the world 

through our imaginative activity.”163 Thus, ANT supposes actors have the agency to, 

in some part, direct their connections according to their will to compose the collective 

they desire by engaging in ordering struggles which stabilize and destabilize the 

systems into which they are recruited. According to theories like the antisocial thesis 

 
159 Ruti, 117. 
160 Ruti, 117–18. 
161 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 230. 
162 Latour, 216. 
163 Ruti, “Why There Is Always a Future in the Future,” 118. 
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“either you were a free subject or you lived in abject subjection.”164 However, for 

ANT, emancipation “does not mean ‘freed from bonds’ but well-attached.”165 In this 

sense, ANT provides the tools and possibility for subjects to use their attachments to 

construct their own selves. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Network approaches account for non-normativity by making a place for multiple and 

indeterminate experiences and performances of sex, gender, sexuality, and identity. 

Multiplicity and indeterminacy often lie at the borders and boundaries of networks, 

happenings, and social orders where they comingle to produce something 

unexpected that may challenge simplified and reductive structures. At the end of part 

one, I examine the border of queerness and heteronormative skateboarding. Here I 

demonstrate that multiplicity, in the words of Latour, “has nothing to do with the 

‘interpretive flexibility’ allowed by ‘multiple points of views’ taken on the ‘same’ thing. 

It is the thing itself that has been allowed to be deployed as multiple.”166 Networks 

are neither inherently or entirely subversive nor conformist; rather, they exist in a 

constant state of flux, concurrence, and subjective relationality. As such, oppositional 

or affirmational, normative or non-normative statuses (as with all meaning and 

significance) are determined by a network’s ongoing and ever-changing interactions. 

These interactions are indeterminate because they occur with other networks and 

network components in the context of particular times and spaces with a particular 

audience. The network approach also reveals that heteronormativity is 

 
164 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 215. 
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simultaneously stable and taken for granted, as well as contestable and ever-

changing. As posited by ANT, normative networks such as heteronormativity have 

achieved stability, coherence, and widespread adherence and are thus deemed 

dominant. Yet, these qualities are never fixed. Dominant networks are always 

resisted and subjected to modification. They change as they are continually 

interpreted and reinterpreted by new actors.167 In the rest of this thesis, I will explore 

how the skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art networks engage with queerness and 

heteronormativity and, thus, dominance and power.  

  

 
167 John Law, "Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network: Ordering, Strategy, and 
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Chapter 2: Skateboarding is a Network 
 

The relationality of networks insists that human and non-human entities mutually 

impact one another through the relationships they form. There are few who 

understand and appreciate—wittingly or not—the power of the non-human and 

inanimate better than sportspeople. Baseball players and cricketers know that the 

material of the bat and its ‘sweet spot’ are just as important to a good swing as a 

batter’s technique. A golfer approaches each shot as unique and adjusts their stroke 

according to the grass length, slope, wind, and other non-human factors. The non-

human is just as capable of determining the actions of the human, as the human is 

capable of determining the actions of the non-human; and both actions contribute to 

a mutual outcome. This conceptualisation does not privilege the human over the 

non-humans but examines them together as they interact and relate to form 

something more-than-human. This is one of the key tenets of actor-network theory 

(ANT). Though athletes may not intentionally or explicitly understand this theoretical 

stance on power and agency, it is inherent to their relationship with sport. ANT is 

also useful for understanding the network-like dynamics of teams, bodies, 

equipment, venues, audiences, economics, ideologies, and so on that generate 

physical activity as a social phenomenon and influence its interconnected hierarchies 

and power dynamics. In this chapter, I demonstrate ANT’s usefulness for 

understanding skateboarding and heteronormativity. I build upon the existing 

literature in physical cultural studies which engages with new materialist and post-

humanist theories within the field as fostered by the likes of Roslyn Kerr, Josh 
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Newman, Holly Thorpe, David Andrews, Adele Pavlidis, Simone Fullagar, Julie Brice, 

and Marianne Clark.168  

More specifically, I present skateboarding as a network and illustrate the ways 

that skateboarders experience, interpret, and represent the concepts of ANT through 

skateboarding. I also reveal how skateboarding connects to other networks such as 

hip hop, punk, art, and queer culture. These connections produce significant 

implications for the stabilization, destabilization, or revision of systems of power—

specifically heteronormativity—which I discuss further in Part II. My examination in 

this chapter is based on a case study of skateboarding that focuses on the works of 

professional skateboarder Rodney Mullen and skateboarding filmmaker / 

videographer Spike Jonze. In so doing, I show how Mullen and Jonze represent 

skateboarding as a heterogenous network of diverse agencies—human and non-

human—and how skateboarders and these representations of skateboarding offer 

lived experiences of the theory in practice. Importantly, I do not contend that Mullen 

and Jonze intentionally invoke ANT, but that the principles of ANT are present in 

their relationships with skateboarding and implicit in how they perceive their actions. 

These representations reflect Mullen’s and Jonze’s interpretations of skateboarding. 

However, they also assume an agency of their own in the process of disseminated 

to, and reception by, their audiences. Thus, while representations are the product of 

network interactions, they equally influence and generate subsequent networks 

which, of course, include me as the researcher/author and my text. My personal 

 
168 Roslyn Kerr, Sport and Technology: An Actor-Network Theory Perspective (Manchester, UK: 
Manchester University Press, 2016); Joshua I. Newman, Holly Thorpe, and David Andrews, eds., 
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Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2020); Adele Pavlidis and Simone Fullagar, Sport, Gender 
and Power: The Rise of Roller Derby (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315610429; Holly Thorpe, Julie Brice, and Marianne Clark, Feminist New 
Materialisms, Sport and Fitness: A Lively Entanglement, New Femininities in Digital, Physical and 
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perspective on this research is informed by my position as a cultural insider and 

novice physical practitioner of skateboarding. I was introduced to skateboarding and 

have invested in it because of figures like Mullen and Jonze. My initial exposure to 

these figures came from popular media sources such as the documentary Bones 

Brigade: An Autobiography (2012), Jonze’s career across film and music videos, and 

The Nine Club podcast. In part, this chapter also reflects my development in 

understanding the cultural and material relations of skateboarding. 

New materialist-approaches to action sports are relatively recent. Among the 

early exponents, Evers, Hunter, Stoodley and Thorpe provide insights into how 

social media and new audio-visual technologies are refiguring the networks and 

relations between humans and non-humans in sports like snowboarding, surfing, and 

skateboarding.169 There are many analyses of skateboarding written prior to the ‘new 

materialist turn’ that employ frameworks which complement new materialisms. 

Skateboarding’s use of public space has generated much scholarly exploration into 

how skateboarding engages the material world from architectural and urban studies’ 

perspectives. Here I place my work alongside other academic works that investigate 

the relationships between skateboarding and the built environment such as those by 

Borden, Howell, Cianciotto, and Chiu, as well as those who present skateboarding 

as a bodily performance of place including Abulhawa and Ong.170 Iain Borden’s 

 
169 Clifton Evers, “Researching Action Sport with a GoProTM Camera: An Embodied and Emotional 
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https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723520928593; Holly Thorpe, “Action Sports, Social Media, and New 
Technologies: Towards a Research Agenda,” Communication & Sport 5, no. 5 (October 1, 2017): 
554–78, https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479516638125. 
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application of Lefebvre in Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the 

Body has been particularly influential. Yet not much has been said about 

skateboarding and ANT. Giamarino is one exception who aligns “post-structuralist 

social conceptualizations and productions of space” from Lefebvre with “a Latourian 

theoretical framework of ANT.” Giamarino calls for incorporating assemblage-style 

thinking to account for the politics of non-human things in urban planning policy 

using the example of regulation around skateboarding.171 To further incorporate ANT 

into studies of skateboarding and action sports, I offer a preliminary outline of the 

skateboarding network and how it is represented by skateboarders themselves.  

Skateboarding is certainly not the only sporting subject suited to an ANT 

analysis, as others have demonstrated, but it offers a particularly compelling 

illustration.172 For most sports, the goal is to perform a task as optimally as possible; 

a distinguishing feature commonly found in skateboarding is the high regard given to 

originality and authenticity—particularly for elite/professional skateboarders. As 

professional skateboarder Marc Johnson puts it, ‘it always has to be something new, 
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171 Christopher Daniel Giamarino, “Spatial Ethno-Geographies of ‘Sub-Cultures’ in Urban Space: 
Skateboarders, Appropriative Performance, and Spatial Exclusion in Los Angeles” (Columbia 
University, 2017), 18 & 51, https://doi.org/10.7916/D880580Q. 
172 Simon C. Darnell, “Reassembling ‘Sport for Development and Peace’ through Actor-Network 
Theory,” in Sport, Physical Culture, and the Moving Body: Materialisms, Technologies, Ecologies, ed. 
Joshua I. Newman, Holly Thorpe, and David Andrews (Rutgers University Press, 2020); Jordan 
Dawson and Heike Jöns, “Unravelling Legacy: A Triadic Actor-Network Theory Approach to 
Understanding the Outcomes of Mega Events,” Journal of Sport & Tourism 22, no. 1 (January 2, 
2018): 43–65, https://doi.org/10.1080/14775085.2018.1432409; Roslyn Fiona Kerr, “Assembling High 
Performance: An Actor Network Theory Account of Gymnnastics in New Zealand.,” 2010, 
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dude, or I can’t even roll.’173 The creativity and innovation of skateboarding has given 

the industry and, by extension, skateboarding culture a distinctive relationship with 

non-human agency. The quest for novelty relies on variance, change, and 

customizability through specialized tools across variable terrain. Skateboarding is not 

simply the outcome of a human skateboarder commanding non-human tools. The 

customizability of the board, the unique properties of the obstacle, the audience of 

peers, photographers or videographers, and bystanders, interventions of security 

guards, the pressures of trends and expectations, and the intentions and capabilities 

of the skateboarder all interact to produce skateboarding. In short, skateboarding is 

the culmination of a host of different human and non-human influences, forces, 

possibilities, and limitations. 

The assemblage of non-human and human agencies that produce 

skateboarding constitutes a heterogeneous network that is constantly adapting and 

evolving through these interactions, making it perfect for an ANT analysis. Of course, 

the non-human contributors cannot speak for themselves; they require 

‘spokespersons’ to represent and communicate for them. Following Latour, 

spokespersons “‘speak for’ the group’s existence…defining who they are, what they 

should be, what they have been.”174 In this chapter, I represent the implicit ANT 

interpretations of skateboarding by spokespersons across skateboarding networks. 

As indicated above, I have selected Rodney Mullen and Spike Jonze as 

spokespersons for skateboarding because of their roles representing and 

communicating skateboarding to other groups. Mullen is one of the most revered and 

influential skateboarders in the industry. He earned the title “godfather of modern 

 
173 Spike Jonze, Ty Evans, and Cory Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema 
Video Archive, 2004, http://girlskateboards.com/films. 
174 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 31. 
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street skating” for inventing fundamental tricks such as the flatground ollie, kickflip, 

and 360 flip.175 Currently, he is a sought-after keynote speaker in the areas of 

science, technology, design, and innovation—which are also key fields in ANT 

research. His lectures often exhibit a tacit understanding of ANT as he 

communicates skateboarding to outsiders. Where Mullen communicates 

skateboarding through academic lectures to assorted professional communities, 

Jonze depicts skateboarding through popular film. He has become a renowned 

filmmaker and music video director, but began his career producing skate videos. 

Skateboarders often cite Jonze’s Video Days (1991), which focuses on narrative and 

tongue-in-cheek antics, as establishing the format for all subsequent skate videos.176  

Of course, the spokespersons I identify, and the connections I observe, may 

radically differ from those of other researchers as I become a spokesperson for, and 

thus a part of, the networks I describe.177 In this sense, my research is a component 

and communicative part of the skateboarding network. The representation of 

skateboarding I present is not the result of arbitrary investigative choices but is 

informed by the network I trace complemented by skateboarding literature. Willing, 

Green, and Pavlidis consider Mullen alongside the legendary Tony Hawk as one of 

the most influential representative of skateboarding; O’Connor likens Mullen to a 

skateboarding “prophet,” and in making a case for “Mullenology,” Schaffer draws on 

 
175 TED, “Rodney Mullen: Pop an Ollie and Innovate!,” YouTube, February 2, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3GVO-MfIl1Q. 
176 “VHS - MARK GONZALES IN BLIND’S ‘VIDEO DAYS,’” The Berrics (blog), October 31, 2018, 
https://theberrics.com/vhs-mark-gonzales-video-days. 
177 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 33. 
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a Deleuzean178 framework to interpret Mullen’s lectures.179 Jonze has received similar 

attention for his role as a feature filmmaker and music video director. Bergen 

explores Jonze’s film her (2013) through object-oriented ontology to discuss the 

blurring of lines between human and technology. While Bergen makes a strong 

argument about her, she overlooks Jonze’s earlier work that addresses the 

intersections between the human and the non-human in his skateboarding career.180 

Of course, Mullen and Jonze are not fully autonomous; rather, they represent a 

collection of human and non-human influences and collaborations. Nonetheless they 

are consistent voices publicly communicating for the networks they represent.  

My research is guided by a collection of works which conduct skate video 

analyses and appreciate “the ability of video producers to condense, edit and 

manipulate images of skateboarding provides them with considerable power in 

crafting a cultural identity for the activity.”181 Skate videos are a compilation of 

 
178 Deleuzoguattarian assemblage thinking is a complementary perspective on relations and agency 
to ANT. However, to fully elaborate on the significance of assemblages and actor-networks’ 
compatibility, as well as their divergences, would require too significant of a tangent and overextend 
this thesis. As such, I would direct interested readers to Martin Müller and Carolin Schurr, 
“Assemblage Thinking and Actor-Network Theory: Conjunctions, Disjunctions, Cross-Fertilisations,” 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 41, no. 3 (2016): 217–29, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12117 for further explanation. 
179 Indigo Willing, Ben Green, and Adele Pavlidis, “The ‘Boy Scouts’ and ‘Bad Boys’ of Skateboarding: 
A Thematic Analysis of the Bones Brigade,” Sport in Society 23, no. 5 (May 3, 2020): 832–46, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1580265; Paul O’Connor, Skateboarding and Religion 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 73, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24857-4; Bill Schaffer, “No One 
Standing above You: Rodney Mullen and the Ethics of Innovation,” in Skateboarding: Subcultures, 
Sites and Shifts, ed. Kara-Jane Lombard (Routledge, 2015), 17. 
180 Hilary Bergen, “Moving ‘Past Matter’: Challenges of Intimacy and Freedom in Spike Jonze’s her,” 
artciencia.com, Revista de Arte, Ciência e Comunicação 8, no. 17 (2014), 
https://doi.org/10.25770/artc.11637. 
181 Matthew Atencio, Becky Beal, and Emily Chivers Yochim, “‘It Ain’t Just Black Kids and White Kids’: 
The Representation and Reproduction of Authentic ‘Skurban’ Masculinities,” Sociology of Sport 
Journal 30, no. 2 (June 1, 2013): 153–72, https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.30.2.153; Iain Borden, 
“Skateboard City: London in Skateboarding Films,” in London on Film, ed. Pam Hirsch and Chris 
O’Rourke, Screening Spaces (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2017), 177–92, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64979-5_13; Sean Dinces, “‘Flexible Opposition’: Skateboarding 
Subcultures under the Rubric of Late Capitalism,” The International Journal of the History of Sport 28, 
no. 11 (August 2011): 1516, https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2011.586790; Duncan McDuie-Ra, 
“Chasing the Concrete Dragon: China’s Urban Landscapes in Skate Video,” Space and Culture, May 
29, 2020, 1206331220916390, https://doi.org/10.1177/1206331220916390. 
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skateboarding footage, socialization, music, and sometimes skits, hijinks, 

animations, or interviews assembled together in a cohesive piece. Skateboarders 

and academics alike consider skate videos a crucial medium for understanding, 

creating, and maintaining skateboarding culture.182 As such, skate videos are an 

excellent resource for examining skateboarding through ANT. What follows is an 

introduction to the theoretical concepts that form the basis of this analysis of non-

human agency and relationality such as heterogeneous networks, mediation, and 

translation. To demonstrate these concepts—more specifically how they are 

interpreted and represented by skateboarders—I offer examples of the agency of the 

skateboarder, the skateboard, the environment, and music as depicted by Mullen 

and Jonze. I then progress into a discussion of internetwork relations and mediation 

using Jonze’s work in music, film and television, and art. Finally, I conclude by 

directing attention to the network dynamics of power that stabilize, destabilize, and 

revise heteronormativity which I expand upon in Part II: Stabilization through 

Translation.  

 

Heterogeneous Networks, Mediators, and Translation 
 

For ANT theorists, agency is the ability to act or be acted upon, to both change and 

effect change. Agency, Latour argues, need not be intentional or conscious.183 As 

such, ANT does not see agency as exclusively human. The non-human and 

 
182 David Buckingham, “Skate Perception: Self-Representation, Identity and Visual Style in a Youth 
Subculture,” in Video Cultures: Media Technology and Everyday Creativity, ed. David Buckingham 
and Rebekah Willett (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2009), 133–51, 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244696_7; Rodney H. Jones, “Sport and Re/Creation: What 
Skateboarders Can Teach Us about Learning,” Sport, Education and Society 16, no. 5 (October 1, 
2011): 593–611, https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2011.601139; Jared Prindle, Skate On Film (X 
Games Film), accessed February 27, 2019, http://www.xgames.com/video/8121027/. 
183 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 44. 
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inanimate are capable of transformation and, thus, possess agency. This does not 

mean that the non-human plan their agency or possess the intention to manipulate 

or determine their interactions in the way that humans do. Non-human ‘things’ do not 

take privilege over the human but “in addition to ‘determining’ and serving as a ‘back-

drop for human action’, things might authorize, allow, afford, encourage, permit, 

suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid, and so on.”184 ANT proposes that 

society is made up, not by humans, but by heterogeneous networks of human and 

non-human, animate and inanimate. Critics reject the idea of heterogeneous 

networks between human and non-human as too radical.185 However, Latour 

responds that ‘we have to accept that the continuity of any course of action will rarely 

consist of human-to-human connections … or of object-to-object connections, but 

will probably zigzag from one to the other.’186 

 Humans and non-humans interact as either intermediaries or mediators. 

Intermediaries are transport vehicles for information, forces, and meaning. They do 

not alter the nature of what they carry, so their inputs always match their outputs and 

their actions are predictable. Mediators, on the other hand, according to Latour, 

“transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning or elements they are supposed 

to carry.”187 In this way, mediators impact, direct, and redirect the actions and 

relations of the network they to which the mediators connect. The result is a “world 

made of concatenations of mediators where each point can be said to fully act.”188 

The specific relations between mediators in a heterogeneous network, known as 

 
184 Latour, 72. 
185 Alexander R. Galloway, “History Is What Hurts: On Old Materialism,” Social Text 34, no. 2 (127) 
(June 1, 2016): 125–41, https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-3468014; Slavoj Žižek, Absolute Recoil: 
Towards a New Foundation of Dialectical Materialism (London: Verso Books, 2014). 
186 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 75. 
187 Latour, 39. 
188 Latour, 59. 
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translations, creates the social world we experience. Translation is not a causal 

relationship transferred between passive intermediaries, but a negotiated 

“coexistence” between active mediators.189 It is the process and effect of 

transformation that distinguishes a mediator from an intermediary. As such, the 

skateboard is not just a plank of wood with wheels responding to the movements of 

the skateboarder. More often, the board acts as a mediator requiring the 

skateboarder to account for and adjust to its weight, dimensions, wear-and-tear, and 

so on.  

Skateboarders have a particularly astute awareness of being a part of a 

heterogeneous network and compellingly articulate that experience. This heightened 

awareness results from frequent and overt encounters with non-humans as 

mediators more so than intermediaries. Mediators reveal themselves in error, and 

skateboarders fall far more than they land, giving them an intimate awareness and 

understanding of the mediators they work with and how they translate each other. 

Conversely, when actions go according to plan the intricate network relations that 

produced the effect fade into the background. Mullen describes how the act of 

skateboarding ‘became at some stage a packaged whole, sort of a black box of 

kinesthetic code that’s triggered through the somatic infrastructure we have.’190 He 

goes on to explain that what is understood as a ‘trick,’ a standalone entity, is actually 

an amalgamation of micromovements and triggers from the skateboarder, the 

skateboard, and the environment that build upon each other in a way akin to flicking 

 
189 Latour, 108. 
190 O’Reilly, “Rodney Mullen, ‘The Art of Good Practice’ - Strata 2014,” YouTube, February 12, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d7vb9OonoP8. 
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the pages of a flipbook; producing a fluid motion.191 When all of the elements come 

together upon the successful completion of a trick it is thought of as a single point.  

In ANT terms, the actors involved operate as intermediaries and the network 

of micromovements and triggers is punctualized into a black box with no trace of 

agency.192 In skateboarding, however, more often than not the trick fails. In these 

instances, instead of intermediaries, the agencies act as mediators. Skateboarding is 

a trial-and-error experiment of identifying mistakes, challenges, and adaptations 

resulting from the diversity of mediators involved and translating them back into 

intermediaries. Mullen’s career, lectures, and interviews, and Jonze’s skate videos 

provide insight into the heterogeneous network of skateboarding, the power of non-

human mediators, and how skateboarders make sense of these experiences.  

In this chapter, I will analyze the three main mediators that produce 

skateboarding: the skateboarder, the environment, and the skateboard. I follow this 

analysis with a discussion of the impact of music on the skateboarding network and 

finish by exploring how Jonze has linked skateboarding, music and art cultures, with 

queer culture in a network that stabilizes, destabilizes, and revises heteronormativity.  

 

The Skateboarder: “The Human Element” 
 

From a humanist perspective, the most obvious agent involved in skateboarding is 

the skateboarder. The skateboarder is commonly thought of as the one ‘doing’ the 

skateboarding. However, the skateboarder is but one part of the complicated 

relationships that produce skateboarding. The skateboarder must provoke as well as 

 
191 O’Reilly. 
192 Law, “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network,” 385. 
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respond to the other agencies at play in an interaction. Be that as it may, the 

skateboarder is an actor with intent. ANT recognises intention as a distinguishing 

characteristic of human agency and does not advocate for “some absurd ‘symmetry 

between humans and non-humans.’”193 So, while each actor, human and not, may 

cause and respond to effects, the skateboarder is able to plan and recognise the 

possibilities and limitations presented to them. The skateboarder provides what 

Mullen calls “the human element, in particular belief [that a trick is possible], to 

precipitate the enactment of good ideas.”194 Conceiving the good ideas requires the 

human element, but the enactment is a negotiation equally dependent on the 

influences of all agencies involved, human and non-human. Thus, the role of the 

skateboarder in these interactions is not necessarily to direct or puppeteer perfectly 

passive and compliant non-human elements, but to communicate, evaluate, 

compromise, and collaborate based on the agencies they observe. On his 

experience communicating with skateboarding, Mullen asserts it “talks to me. It’s an 

interaction with something almost alive.”195 The skateboarder’s role is distinct but 

cannot be separated from the network. The skateboarder is not above the 

environment and the skateboard, but intimately tied to them in a continuous 

feedback loop. A skilled skateboarder capitalises on these interactions by effectively 

‘listening’ to the signals from the non-human agencies.196 Developing “the ability to 

be able to backtrack, find…where you went wrong and then connect it…is just one of 

the qualities that makes a skater great.”197 Indeed, how the skateboarder interprets 

 
193 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 76. 
194 O’Reilly, “Rodney Mullen: ‘Embracing the Human Element’ - Strata Europe 2014,” YouTube, 
November 21, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlRkWZWtJg0. 
195 JPOTT GAMING, “RODNEY MULLEN | FROM THE GROUND UP [HD DOC.],” YouTube, July 12, 
2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ieC_5foElVk. 
196 O’Reilly, “Rodney Mullen: ‘Build on a Bedrock of Failure’ Keynote - Velocity Santa Clara 2014,” 
YouTube, June 25, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RiSiY9iWrMU. 
197 O’Reilly, “Embracing the Human Element.” 
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and responds to the non-human determines, not just their greatness and success, 

but defines their individuality or originality as the distinct human figure. Their 

backgrounds and experiences give each skateboarder their own “physical dialect.”198 

The role of the skateboarder is to develop and represent their individual originality 

through their responses to the heterogenous forces that act upon and interact with 

them.  

The skate video is one of the most effective ways in which skateboarders 

represent themselves, but they can only do so with assistance from non-human 

actors. Interestingly, Jonze manages to highlight the skateboarder without removing 

them entirely from the network relations that make up skateboarding in Yeah Right 

(2003) and Hot Chocolate (2004). The ‘invisible board’ skit from Yeah Right is one of 

the most iconic scenes in skateboarding and a valuable tool for representing the 

participation of the human skateboarder in a heterogeneous network (view 56:06-

57:54). Jonze isolates the skateboarders by editing the skateboard out of the final 

footage.199 There is now a gap between the skateboarder and the environment. 

Undivided focus is turned to the skateboarder. There is no longer a flipping, rotating, 

or sliding board to compete for the viewers’ consideration. Instead, the movements 

of the skateboarder command all attention. Yet, despite this spotlight on the 

skateboarders, they cannot truly be isolated from the board or the environment; all 

three are inextricably linked. Paradoxically, by removing the board and spotlighting 

the skateboarder, the audience becomes increasingly aware of the board’s absence. 

There is a bizarre quality to the footage when one piece is missing, even though the 

motions are all the same. The odd empty space between the skateboarder and the 

 
198 O’Reilly. 
199 Ty Evans, Cory Weincheque, and Spike Jonze, Yeah Right! | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video 
Archive, 2003, http://girlskateboards.com/films. 

https://vimeo.com/262124548
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obstacle where the skateboard is supposed to be draws attention to the way these 

individual components work together. Despite the separation between them, the 

impact the board, rider, and obstacle have on each other is clearly observable. The 

skateboarders’ bodies still contort to the environment as they skate down rails and 

up walls. The board still kicks up dust and rustles leaves. A mediator cannot be fully 

removed from its interactions. If it transforms a network, it will leave traces. The three 

elements are always present and necessary, even when the skateboarder is the 

focus.200  

In Hot Chocolate (2004), Jonze uses interviews, an uncommon feature to find 

in a skate video (particularly at that time) as another mode to spotlight the 

skateboarders.201 Unlike the non-human elements of skateboarding, the 

skateboarder can express their intent, involvement, and experience. It is for this 

reason that Jonze feels Hot Chocolate is the video that best represents 

skateboarding. In explaining his decision to incorporate interviews, Jonze reveals “I 

felt like at that point I wanted to actually just come out and say it ‘this is what 

skateboarding is to us’… [Hot Chocolate is] the most verbalised of us sort of saying 

what skateboarding is.”202 In the video, skateboarder Marc Johnson tells viewers that 

“skateboarding is ideas that are put into action.”203 His remark reiterates the “good 

ideas” that Mullen credited the human element with in his keynotes. The 

 
200The network portrayed in this example can be extended further when considering the behind-the-
scenes tools and techniques. For instance, the green sandpaper and paint used on the skateboards 
to facilitate editing software, reportedly made the boards more difficult to ride. Conversely, the effect 
of the board rustling the leaves when thrown was completely mimed and the tree was disturbed by 
another unseen actor to produce the appearance that the skateboarder, board, and tree had 
connected ChristianOldock, Yeah Right - (Not So) Invisible Boards, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnfVNCoRPmw&ab_channel=ChristianOldock; “Behind the 
Video: Girl Skateboards’ Yeah Right,” Transworld SKATEboarding (blog), September 16, 2003, 
https://skateboarding.transworld.net/photos/behind-the-video-girl-skateboards-yeah-right/.. 
201 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 
202 The Nine Club, “Spike Jonze | The Nine Club With Chris Roberts - Episode 78,” YouTube, January 
1, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9it7xFFbJb4&t=5574s. 
203 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 
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skateboarder dreams up a possibility, consults the skateboard and environment, and 

together they turn the idea a reality. Paradoxically, the collaborative process through 

which a trick was realized establishes the skateboarder’s humanistic individuality. 

Elaborating this point, skateboarder Mike York observes that “you can see 

everyone’s personalities through their skating.”204 The possibilities one skateboarder 

imagines will be completely different and unpredictable to another. Skateboarder 

Chris Roberts expresses his awe regarding Johnson’s trick selection, exclaiming, 

“You can just tell so many thoughts are going through his mind like ‘what can be 

done?’” Roberts makes a shuffling noise and twirls his finger next to his head 

indicating a mental rolodex of possibilities, “then all of a sudden he’ll just, like, come 

up with something and you’re like “how’d he come up with that? What was the 

thought process to get that trick?’”205 Beyond imagined possibilities, variation in 

abilities and skillsets mean the possibilities one skateboarder actually accomplishes 

will also be completely different and unachievable to another. The difference in 

skillsets and thus imagined possibilities appears in skateboarder Gino Iannucci’s 

evaluation of his teammate Justin Eldridge’s technique: “I grew up never skating 

rails. I don’t skate rails to this day and then you see … Justin go up to a rail and … 

the way he goes about it, it’s a different mind state I guess…I can’t really 

comprehend it.”206 In this case the obstacle, a rail, is a crucial factor that helps 

distinguish skateboarders. The human skateboarder is an expert negotiator whose 

ability to adapt affords them their distinction and originality as humans. Yet, they are 

still reliant on the non-human provocateurs of their actions, such as the environment 

in which they skate.  

 
204 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque. 
205 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque. 
206 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque. 
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The Environment: “How Context Shapes Content”  
 

In one of his lectures, Mullen addresses the subject of “how context shapes content.” 

That is, how the obstacle shapes skateboarding tricks or how the agency of the non-

human influences the human. He poses the question, “how can the environment 

change the very nature of what I do?”207 Answering his own question, Mullen 

explains that the environment, or the obstacle on which the skateboarder is 

performing a trick, has as much impact as the skateboarder the outcome of that trick. 

Mullen uses an example of deciding what trick to perform on a banked wall. As he 

contacts the wall, his body jerks into different positions. Upon observing the motions 

and postures the wall elicits from him, Mullen realises that the wall “is begging for a 

360 flip.”208 The wall is leading Mullen in this scenario as it “begs” him to perform the 

appropriate trick. Mullen effectively responds to the prompting because he 

recognises the signals the wall emits, in this case his shoulder positioning. Mullen 

expands on this interactive process by describing how “these sub-movements are 

just kind of floating around” in a skateboarder’s intuition “and as the wall hits you, 

they connect themselves.”209 Again, Mullen’s choice of language is telling. He claims, 

“the wall hits you” and the sub-movements “connect themselves.” He credits and 

acknowledges the agency of the non-human forces at play. An obstacle such as a 

wall is not a passive surface, but an active participant in the creative process. A 

skilful skateboarder takes advantage of the cues emitted by an obstacle. In this way, 

 
207 TED, “Rodney Mullen.” 
208 TED. 
209 TED. 
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skateboarding emerges as a collaboration between the human and non-human 

environment than the result of a solely human intention.210  

 Spike Jonze similarly acknowledges the role of the environment in 

skateboarding in Goldfish (1994). During an interlude between sections of technical 

skateboarding footage, the camera follows a skater as he traverses the city (view 

5:44-6:21). He begins skating along the double-yellow lines of a city street as if they 

were train-tracks he was compelled to follow. The lines take him along the streets 

then suddenly veer off-road onto curbs, over parking blocks and a fire hydrant, and 

onto walls and ledges.211 In this skit the skateboarders give voice to the environment. 

They skate on ledges, over poles, and up walls but use the lines to suggest the 

environment has led them there. They paint the lines onto the scene themselves to 

imply that the environment directed their actions. It is a mutual exchange of agency 

with the environment that cannot speak for itself. The environment is an important 

part of motivating, inspiring, and permitting the skateboarder to act. The video 

elaborates the reciprocal nature of the obstacle and the trick as well as Latour’s 

notion of the ability of “‘things’ to ‘authorize, allow, afford, encourage, permit, 

suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid, and so on.”212 It is not always the 

case that the “human element” dreams up possibilities before encountering non-

human influences. At times, the environment prompts the human skateboarder in a 

way that inspires the conception of possibilities otherwise unconsidered. Or it may 

constrain possibilities, making the performance of a trick that could have been 

 
210 The ability of skateboarder and space/environment to transform the meaning, function, or 
experience of the other is a significant theme in the literature on skateboarding such as Borden, 
Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the Body; Cianciotto, “Public Space, Common 
Space, and the Spaces In–Between”; Ong, “The Path Is Place.” 
211 Rick Howard, Spike Jonze, and Wing Ko, Goldfish | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive, 
1994, http://girlskateboards.com/films. 
212 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 72. 

https://vimeo.com/261052965
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executed with ease under different circumstances more difficult.213 The environment 

and the skateboarder are connected and create skateboarding through their 

interactions. Of course, the immediate link between the skateboarder and the 

environment, what makes contact between them and relates them, is the 

skateboard. 

 

The Skateboard: “Magic Board” 
 

The skateboard itself is a complex network of components including wood veneers, 

glue, wheels, trucks, and assorted hardware, all of which transform through 

deterioration by use.214 Skateboarders understand that the skateboard possesses its 

own set of possibilities and limits—just like them. Some skateboarding scholar-

practitioners such as O’Connor and Borden have even described this as a spiritual, 

emotional, and deeply personal connection between rider and board. This 

connection can be taken to the point of religious identification according to O’Connor 

or seen as an embodied extension of self (and even soul) that mediates what Borden 

calls the “body-terrain space” as a co-agent to the rider.215 Rodney Mullen, again, 

 
213 One such example is ‘skate stoppers,’ the metal knobs protruding from benches, ledges, and 
railings used to prevent, discourage, or hinder skateboarding on an object. 
214 The skateboard itself has been treated as an independent technology by Hubbard who 
investigates the “lateral dynamic behavior of a skateboard … in the absence of rider control,” and as 
part of a hybrid “rider-board system” or “skater-skateboard system”. Mont Hubbard, “Human Control of 
the Skateboard,” Journal of Biomechanics 13, no. 9 (January 1, 1980): 745–54, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0021-9290(80)90236-5; Balázs Várszegi and Dénes Takács, “Downhill Motion 
of the Skater-Skateboard System,” Periodica Polytechnica Mechanical Engineering 60, no. 1 (2016): 
58–65, https://doi.org/10.3311/PPme.8636. Prentiss et al. (2011) investigates the evolution of 
skateboard deck designs as if it were its own ‘species’ of material culture to be compared to biological 
evolutionary processes. Prentiss et al. 
215 Borden, Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the Body, 100; Other works on 
alternative/action sports have centered their analyses on the embodied and affective experiences of 
practitioners, their bodies, and equipment such as Tim Dant and Belinda Wheaton, “Windsurfing : An 
Extreme Form of Material and Embodied Interaction?,” Anthropology Today 23, no. 6 (December 
2007): 8–12; Holly Thorpe and Robert Rinehart, “Alternative Sport and Affect: Non-Representational 
Theory Examined,” Sport in Society 13, no. 7–8 (September 1, 2010): 1268–91, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430431003780278. 
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communicates ANT principles in skateboarding when he discusses the invention of 

the kickflip. Mullen is credited with inventing this maneuver; he credits the board. 

Mullen describes performing a failed ollie (popping the board into the air without 

using one’s hands) when he made an error and kicked “the board away and the 

board just flipped, and it landed in front of me as though it were mocking me,” as if 

the board was saying “you idiot … I’ve been waiting for this.”216 Not only does he 

credit the board, he personifies it. In another interview about the kickflip, Mullen 

maintains “it’s like it taught me.”217 Here, he recognises the agency of the skateboard 

in a very significant way. At the kickflip’s moment of genesis Mullen had no intention 

of creating a new trick, let alone that specific trick. The kickflip was a possibility 

introduced by the skateboard as the result of an accident, but its potential was 

recognised by the skateboarder who then refined and practiced it intentionally; it was 

soon adopted and expanded upon by other practitioners. In this case, the skateboard 

directs the interactions between itself and the skateboarder and in the process 

produces skateboarding. 

Spike Jonze depicts the agency of the skateboard frequently in his skate 

videos, literally having the board steer itself and the rider. Jonze emphasises the 

importance and value of the board as more than just a tool to be used and 

manipulated by the human skateboarder in his the ‘magic board’ skits. Versions of 

the magic boards appear in Yeah Right (2003), Hot Chocolate (2004), and Doll 

(2018). In these scenes Jonze personifies the boards just as Mullen did. They move 

without a rider and appear to have a mind and life of their own. A magic board first 

visits the skateboarders in Yeah Right (view 10:11-13:42). The board travels and is 

 
216 LemelsonCenter, “Innoskate 2013: Panel 2 - Innovations in Tricks with Rodney Mullen and Tony 
Hawk,” YouTube, May 21, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ff86KUzD_zg. 
217 RIDE Channel, “How Rodney Mullen Invented Kickflips,” YouTube, November 29, 2012, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BoTYDfNqQjg. 

https://vimeo.com/262124548
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passed between multiple skateboarders in various locations, ultimately leaving them 

all behind and rolling off into the sunset alone. The board is treated as its own entity, 

but it also connects the skateboarders with one another as well as the diverse 

environments in which they skate. A skateboard possesses its own agency but, as 

with all entities in a heterogeneous network, its agency and effects only have 

meaning in terms of its connections. Agencies are performative and inherently 

relational in that regard.218 The skateboard is independent to an extent, but also 

necessarily social and interactive. So, the skateboard is just as responsible for 

skateboarding as is the skateboarder and the environment.  

A magic board appears again in Hot Chocolate and features a very similar 

exchange to the one in the previous video. Moving forward, however, to the next 

encounter presented in Doll, the represented agency and autonomy of the board is 

taken further (view 10:44-12:08). Though Jonze is not credited in this skate video, 

the team expand upon the legacy established in his previous videos. The board is 

personified to the point that it has emotions, intentions, and the ability to plan and 

act. In the latest edition of the sentient board skit from Doll, a skateboarder is seen 

skating on a ledge and failing to complete a trick. Frustrated, he lashes out and 

begins breaking the board. Another board “witnesses” the attack on his brethren and 

plots revenge. The board follows the skateboarder home and attacks him.219 In these 

scenes, a board inflicted harm on the skateboarder just as the skateboarder inflicted 

harm on a board. The board and the rider can each sabotage one another, just as 

they can assist one another. The production of successful skateboarding mandates 

negotiation and collaboration between an endless and fluid list of actants and 

 
218 John Law, “After ANT: Complexity, Naming and Topology,” The Sociological Review 47, no. S1 
(1999): 4, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.1999.tb03479.x. 
219 crailtap, “Girl Skateboards ‘Doll,’” YouTube, October 22, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xjmyx1eH2w4. 

https://youtu.be/xjmyx1eH2w4?t=644
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agencies such as the skateboarder, the environment, and the skateboard. Together 

the skateboarder, the environment, and the skateboard work on, with, and against 

one another to discover a field of overlap between the respective possibilities and 

limitations of each and skateboarding is generated in this shared field. Importantly, 

the story in this scene could not have been told without supporting music. The music 

expresses the board’s emotion and effectively communicates the board’s intentions. 

 

The Music: “Synchronicity” 
 

The skateboarder, the environment, and the skateboard are three of the most crucial 

elements that compose skateboarding, but skate videos also rely on music. 

Together, the combination of skateboarding and music reflects the significance of 

relational materiality by which individual actors are translated into something greater 

than themselves through their connections. In an era where social media outlets like 

YouTube and Instagram are flooding audiences with instantaneous clips of 

skateboarding footage, skate videos have remained relevant in large part due to the 

music and editing that make them an affective product. Music is what elevates and 

distinguishes a skate video from footage of skateboarding. “Everyone knows the 

most important thing in skate video (besides the skating) is the music,” asserts Ian 

Michna in an article about music licensing for Jenkem skateboarding magazine.220 

Skateboarding companies spend tens of thousands of dollars on the music in their 

videos because they understand “music has the power to make a kooky skater seem 

cool and a cool skater seem kooky.”221 The music is transformative. Some skate 

 
220 “HOW DOES MUSIC LICENSING WORK IN SKATE VIDEOS? - Jenkem Magazine,” accessed 
February 27, 2019, http://www.jenkemmag.com/home/2018/11/05/music-licensing-work-skate-
videos/. 
221 “HOW DOES MUSIC LICENSING WORK IN SKATE VIDEOS? - Jenkem Magazine.” 
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videos are specifically remembered for their music and its impact on the final 

product. In an article ranking the best soundtracks from skate videos, author Kevin 

Lozano observes “you take a song away from a skate video, and some of the 

magic’s lost.”222  

Conversely, adding a song from one skate video to another project may 

spread some of the “magic” through association. Actor Jonah Hill grew up around 

skateboarding and recently made his directorial debut with Mid90s (2018), a coming-

of-age tale set around a group of skateboarders. Hill describes incorporating the 

song ‘Watermelon Man’ (1962) by Herbie Hancock as an intentional nod to Jonze’s 

skate video Mouse (1996) in which the song played over footage of skateboarder 

Guy Mariano. It is one of the most iconic songs accompanying one of the most 

influential skate parts in the industry. Including ‘Watermelon Man’ in the film is a 

homage to the film’s subject matter as well as a demonstration of cultural capital. 

According to Hill, “if you skate, you’ll know, and if you don’t, it’s still a good choice for 

the scene.”223 For viewers “in the know,” the song adds something extra to the scene, 

a reminiscence and connection to an important cultural moment. Hill uses the song 

as an appeal to something bigger than the film, effectively expanding the network 

and deepening the connections represented in the movie by building the emotional 

affect triggered by that song in the contemporary skateboarding community onto the 

scene. The song has a common meaning in global skateboarding and works as a 

signifier of nostalgia and insider status. The Scandinavian skateboarding team Sour, 

that relocated to Barcelona, released their video Sour Solution II (2019) to much 

 
222 Kevin Lozano, “The 10 Best Soundtracks from Skateboarding Videos,” Pitchfork, August 31, 2016, 
https://pitchfork.com/thepitch/1277-the-10-best-soundtracks-from-skateboarding-videos/. 
223 “Exclusive: Jonah Hill Talks ‘Watermelon Man’ at ‘Mid90s’ NYFF Secret Screening,” The 
Knockturnal (blog), October 11, 2018, https://theknockturnal.com/interview-jonah-hill-talks-
watermelon-man-at-mid-90s-secret-screening/. 
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acclaim across Europe and the United States. The video begins with the team 

recreating the ‘Watermelon Man’ melody with beer bottles, guitars, windchimes, and 

their voices. In a very ANT and skateboarding manner, they exploit the unintended 

potential in the objects that surround them to reproduce the song. Chris Roberts said 

of the video, “I like how they even started the video off with that Guy song…That just 

put the feeling to start the video with, like ‘oh this is going to be good.”224 In these 

words, Roberts captures the feelings that the song elicits. It also illustrates how the 

song has become attached to the skateboarder himself when Roberts immediately 

associates the song with Guy Mariano, the skateboarder, and not Herbie Hancock, 

the creator of the song. The effect produced by linking that song with Mariano’s 

skateboarding is so significant that it has transformed the song from Herbie 

Hancock’s ‘Watermelon Man’ to “Guy’s song,” making it inseparable from the 

skateboarding it accompanied. This song, and so many others, inextricably tie music 

to skateboarding through skate videos. As Hill put it, “music is the ethic and 

aesthetic.”225 It is the relationships produced between actors and agencies, and not 

the actors and agencies themselves that determine a network. Combined, the music 

and skateboarding are greater than the sum of its parts.  

Even before skate videos, skateboarding had a close relationship with music 

as a mediator influencing the development, not only of the culture, but the physical 

act of skateboarding as well. Mullen began his skateboarding career in a discipline 

known as “freestyle.”226 Freestyle skateboarding involved performing a routine of 

tricks meticulously choreographed to music. The use of music to support or enhance 

the performance is a logical extension of the relationship between skateboarding and 

 
224 The Nine Club, Nine Club EXPERIENCE #42 - Sour Solution II, Stevie Perez, Chris Haslam, Cons 
"The Dream Spell”, accessed February 27, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GQZKsUsTQBo. 
225 “Exclusive.” 
226 TED, “Rodney Mullen.” 
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making or performing music identified by Mullen. He waxes lyrical about 

skateboarding and the deeply personal nature of the action, as if it were an original 

melody in the making: 

motion combined with the punctuated rhythms of tricks all harmonize into an 

unthinking somatic awareness—chords of knowing. You see, there is no 

single greatest attribute to or gift that makes a skater good. Each of us is dealt 

a hand of skills or layered qualities, and it’s the intensity as well as harmony 

with which we combine them that separates us. The art of it is that for every 

great skater I’ve known, there is always some inherent quality in his skating—

call it chord or tone—which resonates with who he is as a person. When a 

wrench falls to the cement, it clangs in tones of its molecular essence. For the 

same reason, the sky “hums” its brilliant blue as light passes through. 

Likewise, we skate the way we are.227 

Mullen views skateboarding as music. Thus, the music selected to accompany 

skateboarding must represent and complement the ‘music’ made through the 

skateboarding. It must not only represent the style of skateboarding being 

performed, but it must also represent the skateboarders themselves. Thus, 

skateboarding’s relationship with music is not just as an accessory. Music is integral 

to the performance of skateboarding, as well as a skateboarder’s construction of self. 

Spike Jonze’s Video Days (1991) acts on this thinking by consciously using song 

choice in videos to reflect the skateboarder. For this reason (in addition to including 

narrative and skits), Video Days is often credited as establishing the standard format 

of contemporary skate videos. 

 
227 Friedman, My Rules, n.p. 
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The video features Mark Gonzales who, like Mullen, believes skateboarding to 

be musical. His section in Video Days is introduced with a clip from Willy Wonka & 

the Chocolate Factory (1971) in which Wonka tells Veruca Salt “we are the music 

makers, and we are the dreamers of dreams” before cutting to his skateboarding 

footage.228 Jonze recounts that Gonzales proposed “all the music in that video.” He 

recalls that at the time skateboard videos comprised mostly “punk rock music” but 

that Gonzales always “made abstract connections” in the way he viewed and 

approached the world. As such, in Video Days the music was specifically chosen for 

each skateboarder to best encapsulate their style, personality, and status in the 

industry. The skateboarder, their skateboarding, and music come to define each 

other relationally. Gonzalez chose “the Jackson 5 song for Guy [Mariano], putting 

together ‘this is Guy this young protégé and this is Michael Jackson when he was a 

kid, young protégé’…and obviously the Coltrane song is a genius connection. That is 

the way Mark skates. He skates like jazz. Improvisational but masterful.”229 Arguably, 

the most effective song choice in the video was ‘The Knife Song’ by Milk that played 

during Jason Lee’s part. After the release of the video, the song became 

synonymous with Jason Lee. It fitted so perfectly with the skateboarding that it 

became known as “Jason’s Song” rather than ‘The Knife Song.’ The association was 

so lasting and powerful that in 2002, eleven years after Video Days, Milk re-released 

the song on an EP they officially titled ‘Jason’s Song.’230 The skateboarding and the 

music have a mutual effect on each other, eventually merging together until almost 

indistinguishable and inseparable.  

 
228 Spike Jonze, Video Days (Bind, 1991). 
229 The Nine Club, Spike Jonze | The Nine Club With Chris Roberts - Episode 78, accessed February 
28, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9it7xFFbJb4&t=5590s. 
230 “MILK -- ‘Jason’s Song,’” The Berrics, accessed February 27, 2019, https://theberrics.com/milk-
jasons-song. 
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Jonze merges skateboarding and music together more literally in Hot 

Chocolate (2004) with the song ‘Synchronicity’ by Björk (view 25:15-26:27). By the 

time Hot Chocolate was being filmed, Jonze was an established music video director 

for punk, hip hop, and alternative acts. During this period, he had directed a music 

video for avant-garde artist Björk and developed a friendship with the singer.231 As a 

favor he asked her to compose an original song for the Hot Chocolate video. The two 

collaborated sending footage and tracks back and forth as they intricately timed the 

music to the footage.232 In this way, the song is not background music that can be 

changed or ignored. The song is a part of the skateboarding, and the skateboarding 

is a part of the song. Both are mediators whose translated impacts cannot be 

isolated or removed without altering the meaning of each and refiguring the entire 

network. The result was an ambient melody punctuated with unusual sound effects 

and coaxed along by Björk singing indiscernible gibberish, eventually repeating the 

title of the video Hot Chocolate and sampling the voice of a young boy listing each of 

skateboarder’s nicknames. The song plays as the skateboarders, donning matching 

outfits, complete a choreographed group routine. Björk’s song replaces the 

skateboarding sounds one would typically hear with bizarre hums, splats, and other 

noises, transforming (and queering) the skateboarding into something quirkier and 

more ethereal. Instead of the board’s wheels clapping against the ground, the 

listener hears a comical “squish” as if a cartoon fly had been swatted. The 

skateboarders are in sync with each other, and the music is perfectly synchronous 

with the skateboarding routine.233 It is an artistic representation of the connected 

nature of skateboarding and music. The music inspired the skateboarding, the 

 
231 Spike Jonze, It’s Oh So Quiet, 1995; Spike Jonze, It’s in Our Hands, 2002. 
232 “Bjork Tells Us about the Song Synchronicity Sung for the Hot Chocolate Video,” accessed 
February 27, 2019, http://shinybattery.sugarcube.net/specials/chocolate.htm. 
233 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 

https://youtu.be/wELSwQ1e8Dw?t=1515
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skateboarding arranged the music, and the music redefined the skateboarding as the 

song and the footage feedback together. The synergistic relationship between 

skateboarding and music in skate videos is symptomatic of the connections between 

the performance of skateboarding and music purported by Mullen and Gonzales, but 

also the cultures of skateboarding and music. Mullen, Jonze, and their work 

represent or “speak” for skateboarding as they navigate other groups like academia, 

technology, drag, punk, hip hop, and art.  

 

Group Formation and Mediation 
 

Mullen and Jonze help to define what skateboarding is, as well as the groups with 

which they establish different relationships. Spokespersons “are constantly at work, 

justifying the group’s existence, invoking rules and precedents and, as we shall see, 

measuring up one definition against all others.”234 The existence and definition of 

groups are likewise measured by their relationships with other groups such as hip 

hop, punk, art, queer culture, and their representative spokespersons. The 

relationships manifested between networks are what constitute the networks. They 

create meaning for themselves through comparison “so for every group to be 

defined, a list of anti-groups is set up as well.” 235 I would suggest, however, that 

groups are not just defined in terms of their competing “anti-groups” but also their 

compatible ‘neighboring’ groups. Neighboring groups may not identify as the one 

cohesive unit though they may frequently overlap and collaborate. They are relatable 

but distinguishable. They may even share some of the same “anti-groups” that would 

contribute to their compatibility. In the case of neighboring groups like skateboarding, 

 
234 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 31. 
235 Latour, 32. 
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hip hop, punk, art, and queer culture “the mainstream” constitutes an “anti-group.” 

Genres like hip hop and punk rejected and were rejected by formal labels and 

producers. Instead, performers preferred to create their own management, self-

produce and distribute their music, and operate their own tours outside of 

mainstream involvement. Of course, with increasing popularity both hip hop and 

punk would eventually become incorporated by the mainstream to the delight of 

some and ire others. The interactions between these groups are meaningful because 

they are the mechanisms by which groups create and maintain themselves through 

conflict, negotiation, and collaborations.236  

 

Spike Jonze: A Savvy Mediator 
 

Spike Jonze’s role as a spokesperson and mediator deserves special attention as he 

speaks for and translates between skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, and queer 

culture. Spike Jonze is an especially savvy spokesperson and active mediator who 

bounces with ease between these networks. As he travels through and between 

networks, he translates them, leaving traces in his videos and relationships. These 

mediating translations transform the networks and establish relationships between 

them. Jonze connects to these networks through his work as a skate and music 

video director in addition to his involvement with the skateboarding, hip hop, and 

punk inspired alternative art collective referred to as the Beautiful Losers.237 Jonze’s 

work in the music industry as a director produced many of these translations, and 

Jonze gained entry to the music industry through his work in skateboarding. Mark 

 
236 John Law, “Actor Network Theory and Material Semiotics,” in The New Blackwell Companion to 
Social Theory, ed. Bryan S. Turner (Oxford, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 148 & 149, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444304992.ch7. 
237 Aaron Rose and Joshua Leonard, Beautiful Losers, DVD (Oscilloscope, n.d.). 



98 
 

Gonzales gave a copy of Jonze’s Video Days to the punk band Sonic Youth after 

one of their shows. Sonic Youth’s front-man Thurston Moore became intrigued by 

Jonze’s style of filming (tracking the skateboarding subject while riding a skateboard 

himself). Moore requested that Jonze help with their next music video for the song 

‘100%’ which featured skateboarders Jason Lee and Guy Mariano from Video 

Days.238 Jonze co-directed the video with Tamra Davis, learning from her experience 

and guidance. Afterward, he began working independently and became an in-

demand music video director for punk and hip hop acts such as Dinosaur Jr. and 

The Notorious B.I.G. / Biggie Smalls, forging connections and establishing a wider 

network with each collaboration. 239 

More than an intermediary providing isolated and sterile works within each 

genre individually, Jonze was a mediator who carried influences between these 

groups that allow them to better relate and be interpreted together. One such 

example is Jonze’s work with the Beastie Boys, a group of skateboarders, turned 

punk band, turned hip hop group. In 1992 Plan B Skateboards (which sponsored 

Rodney Mullen at the time and was distributed by a company Mullen co-owned) 

released the skate video Questionable that featured three Beastie Boys songs in a 

single section. One of the songs was the unreleased track ‘Time for Livin’’ a 

hardcore punk track amidst their new hip hop sound. Questionable actually debuted 

the track two weeks before the actual album was released, and Plan B never 

 
238 RIDE Channel, Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth - Hand In Hand (Part 1 of 2), accessed July 16, 
2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTJjk8ZfLpk; RIDE Channel, Sonic Youth’s Thurston Moore 
and Guest Ed Templeton - Hand in Hand (Part 2 of 2), accessed July 16, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzaYXjqNGoU; The song itself is about the murder of Joe Cole, a 
friend of and roadie for fellow punk band Black Flag which was fronted at the time by Henry Rollins, 
himself an avid skateboarder, and is currently fronted by professional skateboarder Mike Vallely. 
239 Spike Jonze, Dinosaur Jr.: Feel the Pain, Short, Music, accessed July 16, 2018, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt5044066/; Spike Jonze, The Notorious B.I.G Feat. 112.: Sky’s the Limit, 
Short, Music, 1997, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt6810082/. 
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attempted to procure the rights for these songs.240 In a playful gesture of payback, 

Jonze incorporated unauthorized skateboarding footage from Questionable into the 

‘Time for Livin’’ music video that he again co-directed with Tamra Davis.241 The video 

is a collage of live performance footage of the Beastie Boys and punk acts like Black 

Flag interspersed with the skateboarding clips of the Plan B team.242 The 

Questionable and ‘Time for Livin’’ videos were analogs for one another, the song 

accompanied the skateboarding, and the skateboarding accompanied the song.243 

Jonze repeats this effect between his skate video Goldfish (1994) and the Beastie 

Boys video ‘Sabotage’ (1994). The videos were released the same year and filmed 

only about a week apart and became mirrors of one another reflecting how hip hop 

translates skateboarding and skateboarding translates hip hop. The ‘Sabotage’ video 

is a parody of 1970s cop shows and features the Beastie Boys taking on 

characterized personas during a dramatic car chase through the city. 244 The 

introduction to Goldfish consists of another car chase, this time between a rebellious 

skateboarder and an aviator-donning mustachioed police figure.245 The intertextual 

connections between these two videos is emblematic of the shared aesthetic, ethos, 

and members fostered by figures like Jonze in the process of group formation. The 

methods of production also translated through the connections from one network to 

the next. In fact, Jonze admits the videos are “like the exact same thing” and 

explains the filming of ‘Sabotage’ was “just like making a skate video” in that it was a 

 
240 “How Beastie Boys Brought Skate Culture to the Masses,” Highsnobiety, December 6, 2018, 
https://www.highsnobiety.com/p/beastie-boys-skate-culture-connection/. 
241 Beastie Boys: Time for Livin’, accessed February 27, 2019, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt6810558/. 
242 Video Archives, Beastie Boys - Time For Livin’ (Official Video), accessed February 27, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ATe5zZv67qA. 
243 ThrasherMagazine, Classics: Mike Carroll “Questionable,” 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ImTlxRFfEmI. 
244 Spike Jonze, Beastie Boys: Sabotage, Short, Action, Music, accessed July 16, 2018, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0167030/; BeastieBoysVEVO, Beastie Boys - Sabotage, accessed 
February 27, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5rRZdiu1UE. 
245 Howard, Jonze, and Ko, Goldfish | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 
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group of friends and a small production that “drove around and stole all the 

locations.”246 The network established by Jonze and the Beastie Boys between 

skateboarding, hip hop, and punk continued to expand and diversify, also 

incorporating visual art, throughout Jonze’s career. Ad-Rock and Mike D of the 

Beastie Boys also make a cameo appearance in the rap group The Pharcyde’s video 

for ‘Drop’ (1995), directed by Spike Jonze.247 In addition, Jonze injects skateboarding 

and art into this video by including an original painting based on the video by Mark 

Gonzales from Video Days who is also associated with the Beautiful Losers 

contemporary and urban artist collective. By incorporating more (and more varied) 

actors into his skateboarding network, Jonze strengthens and reifies a version of 

skateboarding that is integrally connected to music and art.  

Through his direct work in film, music, and art, Spike Jonze serves as a 

common midpoint between the less conventionally related communities of 

skateboarding and queer culture, specifically drag. Jonze also held the position of 

Creative Director for Viceland, the television channel for Vice Media focused on 

alternative youth cultures. Viceland has featured programs about skateboarding that 

have starred skateboarders such as Thrasher’s King of the Road (2017-2018) and 

Epicly Later’d (2017), as well as shows about queer and drag culture that have 

included drag queens such as My House (2018) and The Trixie & Katya Show 

(2017-2018).248 The skateboarding and drag content share an outlet and, as such, 

and audience. Jonze purports a continuity between the diverse subject matter of the 

channel from drag and skateboarding to marijuana and music: “it feels like most 

channels are just a collection of shows. We wanted Viceland to be different, to feel 

 
246 The Nine Club, Spike Jonze | The Nine Club With Chris Roberts - Episode 78. 
247 Spike Jonze, The Pharcyde: Drop, 1995, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt6809976/. 
248 “VICELAND Shows,” VICELAND, accessed July 16, 2018, https://www.viceland.com/en_us/shows. 
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like everything on there has a reason to exist and a strong point of view.”249 For 

Jonze, skateboarding and queer culture are not two disparate topics in a random 

collection of shows but are related in a grander, tacit sense that gives the channel 

coherence. The two subjects are compatible by virtue of the shared interests in 

‘alternative’ cultures of the channel’s common audience. Jonze and Viceland not 

only introduce skateboarding and drag content to one another but extends the 

connections between networks to incorporate their audiences as well.  

More directly than targeting an overlapping audience interested in alternative 

media, Jonze has literally brought drag artists and skateboarders together. He 

established a relationship with Björk after directing her music videos for ‘It’s Oh So 

Quiet’ (1995) and ‘It’s in Our Hands’ (2002) before he directed Hot Chocolate (2004) 

which included ‘Synchronicity.’250 While not a drag queen, per se, Björk does a form 

of drag with her avant-garde and over-the-top style and has close ties to the drag 

community (Fig. 12).251 Björk’s artistic costuming, aesthetic, and performance are 

dramatic, alien-esque, bizarre, and transformative. Her music and appearance are 

 
249 “It’s Official: Vice Channel to Take Over A+E Networks’ History Spinoff H2,” The Hollywood 
Reporter, accessed July 16, 2018, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/vice-channel-replace-
historys-h2-836322. 
250 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 
251 Though typically considered a performance art done by gay men, women can do drag and be drag 
queens. Lady Gaga and the Kardashian sisters are examples of women who “do” drag (to varying 
extents) or whose appearance, attitude, or performance is influenced by drag. Alternatively, Crème 
Fatale and Gottmik are drag queens who were assigned female at birth. They have created their own 
stage personas and their primary performance is drag. That is, they do not dress in drag as a 
supplement to another mode of performance the way Lady Gaga and Björk do for their music careers. 
None, “Meet Björk’s Make-Up Artist,” Hint Fashion Magazine, November 30, 2017, 
https://hintmag.com/2017/11/30/hungry-bjork-make-up-drag-november-30-2017-1953-fashion/; 
Mathan Raj, “Björk Is Set to Release ‘Utopia’ Box Set with 14 Handmade Birdcall Flutes,” 
#vinyloftheday: Vinyl News, Music Culture + Lifestyle Platform (blog), August 20, 2019, 
https://www.vinyloftheday.com/bjork-is-set-to-release-utopia-box-set-with-14-handmade-birdcall-
flutes/; “Sasha Velour - In LOVE with the Look I Wore Last Night for the Last Show on @klubkids_uk 
Tour! Costume by My Darling @nancy_the_girl, Mask @diegomontoya3d. Moon Rocks by 
@hystericalbeauty, Photo @suttoncrawford. | Facebook,” Facebook, May 4, 2018, 
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akin to the ‘club kids’ of the 1990s New York drag scene, known for their surreal 

aesthetics, such as James St. James, Michael Alig, and Klaus Nomi (himself an 

avantgarde musician much like Björk). Beyond using similar aesthetics, Björk and 

the club kids socialized at drag and club kid events.252 She is also connected to 

modern iterations of club kid drag through collaborations with performers such as 

Hungry. Hungry is a drag artist who applied her signature drag makeup aesthetic to 

Björk for her latest album Utopia (2017). As well as the collaborations, there is 

mutual appreciation. Björk is a fan and supporter of drag, particularly the drag 

television competition RuPaul’s Drag Race. She says the show has given her “drag 

fever” and she has DJed at a screening party for the show.253 The queens have 

returned the compliments, impersonating Björk and recreating her fashion in two 

separate challenges on the show.254 Björk connects to drag and Jonze connects with 

Björk in such a way that then links skateboarding and drag. Through Jonze’s 

connections with Björk, the Chocolate skate team attended a Björk concert while 

filming for Hot Chocolate, the same video for which she produced a track. At the 

afterparty backstage they met “Bird Man” / Allison Wonderland dressed in drag 

reminiscent of a Liberace swan.255 Thus, Jonze’s split involvement between the 

skateboarding and music networks brought together unexpected networks. It forged 

 
252 “90’s New York Club Ali Club Kids Björk Bjork Michael Alig James St James Michael Ali Alig 
Crackheadparis ” accessed July 17, 2018, http://rebloggy.com/post/90-s-new-york-club-ali-club-kids-
bjork-bjork-michael-alig-james-st-james-michae/84810421966. 
253 Alex Godfrey, “Björk on Her Inspirations: A Drag Queen, a Videogame, a Knitwear Prodigy and 
More,” The Guardian, September 2, 2016, sec. Music, 
http://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/sep/02/bjork-digital-vulnicura-vespertine; Dazed, “Björk Is a 
Fan of Drag Race’s Nina Bo’Nina Brown,” Dazed, November 30, 2017, 
http://www.dazeddigital.com/music/article/38249/1/bjork-is-a-fan-of-drag-races-nina-bonina-brown; 
“TIL Bjork DJed A ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race’ Viewing Party In Brooklyn | NewNowNext,” accessed July 16, 
2018, http://www.newnownext.com/bjork-dj-rupauls-drag-race-after-party-brooklyn/07/2017/. 
254 Nick Murray, “The DESPY Awards,” RuPaul’s Drag Race, March 30, 2015; Nick Murray, “All Stars 
Snatch Game,” RuPaul’s Drag Race All Stars, September 1, 2016. 
255 Jonze, Evans, and Weincheque, Hot Chocolate | Girl Films + Chocolate Cinema Video Archive. 
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connections between the skateboarding and drag networks, as well as punk and hip 

hop. 

 

Figure 12 A comparison of Björk's (right) style and drag queens Hungry's (top left) and Sasha Velour's (bottom 

left) fashion 

 

Conclusion 
 

The internetwork boundaries and bridges established, tested, explored, and 

exploited by Spike Jonze are valuable areas of research. The interactions at the 

edges of groups (especially obscure pairings like skateboarding and drag) are 

complex and convoluted and involve rapidly shifting dynamics. By virtue of being 

sites of connection between groups, these locations feature a greater number of 

translation and mediators, and thus are less predictable. As such, they deserve 
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analysis of their potential for political ordering struggles and world-making. The areas 

where things shift the most are the sites most likely to redistribute or reinforce the 

present power dynamics. Skateboarding, punk, hip hop, and drag networks are fluid, 

fragmented, and multiple and cannot be classified as universally heteronormative 

and homophobic.256 Instead, these groups and their interactions simultaneously 

demonstrate stabilization, destabilization, and revision of the heteronormative order.  

Spike Jonze worked frequently and closely with the Beastie Boys at a time in 

their careers between the height of their homophobia and their eventual apology and 

reversal of their stance. In their earliest days the Beastie Boys were blatantly 

homophobic. In a 1987 interview, Ad-Rock said “I hate faggots” and the band initially 

wanted to call their 1986 debut album Don’t Be A Faggot.257 Twelve years later Ad-

Rock issued a formal apology to the entire gay and lesbian community for “the sh---y 

and ignorant things we said on our first record.” Published in Time Out New York, 

Ad-Rock wrote that “there are no excuses. But time has healed our stupidity ... We 

have learned and sincerely changed since the ’80s…We hope that you’ll accept this 

long overdue apology.”258 The open letter followed a turn to activism by the band for 

groups such as the Red Hot AIDS organization.259 The band contributed a song to 

the charitable album No Alternative (1993) produced through Red Hot. The Beastie 

Boys ‘New Style’ is the lone hip hop track surrounded by punk and alternative rock 

acts such as Nirvana and Patti Smith, but Red Hot continued releasing these 

 
256 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 116; “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network: Ordering, 
Strategy, and Heterogeneity | SpringerLink,” 386, accessed February 27, 2019, 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF01059830. 
257 “Ad-Rock Hated ‘Faggots’ and Other Beastie Boys Revelations Gleaned From Our Archives,” 
September 26, 2013, https://www.villagevoice.com/2013/09/26/ad-rock-hated-faggots-and-other-
beastie-boys-revelations-gleaned-from-our-archives/. 
258 “The Beastie Boys Apologize for Past Homophobia,” EW.com, December 15, 1999, 
https://ew.com/article/1999/12/15/beastie-boys-apologize-past-homophobia/. 
259 Dazed, “Tracing the Beastie Boys’ History of Apologies and Activism,” Dazed, November 24, 2016, 
https://www.dazeddigital.com/music/article/33824/1/beastie-boys-adam-yauch-new-york-anti-racism. 
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compilation albums including the much more hip hop driven America is Dying Slowly 

(AIDS) in 1996. The album was accompanied by a companion television event on 

MTV that included performances from some of the contributing artists. The program 

also featured short films by Tamra Davis (Spike Jonze’s mentor) about female 

alternative musicians and their sexuality, as well as Jennie Livingston who is 

perhaps most famous for her highly regarded documentary of the New York City 

drag ballroom scene Paris is Burning (1990).260  

While the Beastie Boys’ initial words and actions stabilized a heteronormative 

order that ostracizes and stigmatizes homosexuality, their apology is evidence of a 

revision of this stance that contributes to the destabilization of heteronormativity. 

They have reflected on their past heteronormativity and homophobia and used that 

knowledge and experience to reverse that position and their subsequent activism to 

rewrite the heteronormative order. Their collaborative work through Red Hot united 

hip hop, punk, skateboarding, and queerness has helped destabilize 

heteronormativity. Then there is Jonze’s work that brought queer figures like Björk 

and Allison Wonderland together with the Chocolate skateboarders of a typically 

heteronormative culture. The way the skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, queer, and 

heteronormative networks are deployed produces multiple and shifting interactions 

with the dominant order. The translations between networks stabilize, destabilize, 

and revise heteronormativity, with the potential to propose and construct new social 

orders. This process, known as ordering struggles, is the subject of Part II: 

Stabilization through Translation. 

  

 
260 “Red Hot | No Alternative,” accessed February 27, 2019, https://redhot.org/project/no-alternative/; 
Jennie Livingston, Paris Is Burning (Academy Entertainment, 1990). 
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Part II: Stabilization through Translation 
 

In the previous section I dealt with deployment. I expanded the range of agencies 

that should be considered when tracing associations and I accounted for their 

actions and influence on social patterning. Here I address stabilization, that is, how 

different deployments, or arrangements, of those agencies achieve varying degrees 

of settlement, how those settlements are maintained, and how they become 

unstable. Deployments and their states of settlement occur through the process of 

‘ordering struggles’ in which different arrangements of possible social orders vie for 

dominance. Ordering struggles are conducted via translation—the transformations 

left behind by the relations established between intermediaries. By focusing on 

translation as the center of ordering struggles, modest, local, and transient 

interactions become potential sites for control and transformation. According to this 

interpretation, even the most ordinary act is the result of a step-by-step system of 

connecting actions that creates a network of power. Such acts illustrate the 

operations of power when dealing with gender expectations within a heteronormative 

order. A young girl buying a toy doll, for example, may seem totally unremarkable 

and natural. However, it could be analyzed as the result of a network of influences 

from being encouraged to be like her mother, seeing other young girls playing with 

this type of toy at school or in advertisements on television, signs around the store 

directing girls to dolls (and boys to action figures), or being dissuaded from playing 

with other types of toys. Selecting a more ‘masculine’ toy, like an action figure or 

racecar, would challenge the heteropatriarchal norm. This hypothetical constitutes an 

ordering struggle that can reinforce or reimagine the conventional gender roles that 

feed into a system of heteronormativity. 
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 Ordering struggles are a competition between multiple possible orders that 

determine the arrangement of the social. In this sense, ordering struggles are a type 

of power struggle. The ways that actors and relationships between them arrange and 

rearrange, or confirm and contest, one another produces and organizes control, 

influence, and dominance. Analyzing ordering struggles is fundamental to actor-

network theory as a framework for understanding social patterns. Thus, in Law’s 

words, “it is to explore the process that is often called translation which generates 

ordering effects such as devices, agents, institutions, or organizations.”261 Social 

orders are not fixed or singular; the multiplicity of possible arrangements and 

networks are ripe for refiguration according to the actions of their component parts. 

However, certain arrangements achieve various degrees of stability making them 

more or less susceptible to perturbations. The stability of an arrangement equates to 

dominance and an ability to organize the social according to the power relations that 

make up the dominant order. The more consistently and widely practiced an 

arrangement is, the more stable it becomes. That stability, in turn, establishes a 

dominance which translates to power. Thus, while orders are always multiple, this 

does not mean they are equal in power.  

The more effectively a network recruits participants and reinforces and 

maintains its organization, the more influence it has in determining the social order. 

“This, then, is the core of the actor-network approach,” according to Law, “a concern 

with how actors and organizations mobilize, juxtapose, and hold together the bits 

and pieces out of which they are composed.”262 A skateboarding network, for 

example, can be arranged in a multitude of ways but still retain a predominantly 

 
261 Law, “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network,” 386. 
262 Law, 386. 
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heteronormative image. However, the notion of plural and plastic connections 

bestows agency on actors to produce the type of networks they desire. Highlighting 

and developing the queer connections within skateboarding allows for formulating a 

queer arrangement that challenges the prevailing heteronormative order. The band 

Big Boys, for instance, is known among skateboarding and queer communities for its 

role in establishing the niche scenes of ‘skate rock’/‘skatepunk’ as well as 

‘queercore.’ Notwithstanding their respective connections to Big Boys, neither the 

skatepunk nor queercore scene makes much mention of the other. Big Boys is one 

of the most direct connections between skateboarding and queer culture, yet it is 

often overlooked, and the band is generally perceived singularly as skatepunk or 

queercore by each respective audience. Viewing these cultures as networks allows 

us to better account for these important translations between groups otherwise 

thought of as irrelevant to one another. These translations change perceptions of 

heteronormative dominance and uncovers the agency and power of queer influences 

to determine the dominant culture and decenter heteronormativity. 

Big Boys were central figures in the Austin, Texas hardcore punk scene from 

1979 to 1984.263 The band was active during the height of the AIDS crisis and, 

despite being in a more liberal city, they were still based in a conservative state 

during the Reagan administration.264 The band was formed when a group of 

skateboarding friends picked up instruments. The Big Boys logo was the classic 

punk anarchy ‘A’ symbol with a skateboard as the crosshatch of the ‘A’. Below it was 

 
263 “TSHA | Big Boys,” accessed April 21, 2021, https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/big-
boys. 
264 Andy Beta, “When Punk Met Funk, Deep In The Heart Of Texas,” NPR.org, March 11, 2013, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/therecord/2013/03/11/174013784/when-punk-met-funk-deep-in-the-
heart-of-texas. 
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their slogan “skate for fun” (Fig. 13).265 The Big Boys even had their own pro board 

with the Zorlac skateboard company that sponsored other skateboarding icons of the 

time like Jeff Phillips and Craig Johnson. Their loyalty to skateboarding provided 

them with an authenticity that earned them favor among the wider skateboarding 

industry and community. In 1981 Thrasher magazine featured the group in almost 

every monthly issue and they were one of the first bands featured in the Thrasher 

compilation album series that coined the term “skate rock.”266 Active during the 

heyday of skate rock, the Big Boys skateboarding connections were well-known and 

at the center of their identity. However, the band also came to be recognized as 

pioneers in the queer hardcore punk rock scene that would eventually evolve after 

their dissolution. 

 

  

Figure 13 Big Boys logo 

 
265 “Big Boys - Big Boys Skate For Fun Tees,” Light In The Attic Records, accessed February 5, 2021, 
https://lightintheattic.net/releases/1432-big-boys-skate-for-fun-tees; Steven Blush and George Petros, 
American Hardcore (Second Edition): A Tribal History (Feral House, 2010). 
266 Various Artists, Skate Rock!, vol. 1 (Thrasher, 1983). 
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Austin hardcore punk included many queer artists including Gary Floyd 

(frontman of The Dicks), Dianna Ray (bassist of Mydolls), and Randy “Biscuit” Turner 

(fronting Big Boys).267 While queercore was not quite an established scene or 

subgenre when the Big Boys started, they are retrospectively regarded as 

trailblazers. Future self-identified queercore bands like Limp Wrist testify to the 

influence of the Big Boys. Limp Wrist’s song ‘The Ode’ (2004) contains the lyrics 

“Dicks like Gary Floyd I truly adore / I want Biscuits from the Big Boys knocking on 

my door.”268 The skateboarding media, however, barely mentions Turner’s sexuality 

(though the Thrasher articles refer to his tendency to perform in drag269), and in 

queer rock media the band’s skateboarding roots are deemed irrelevant. In some 

ways this is appropriate. Turner did not wish to ground his whole identity in his 

sexuality. When an interviewer asked if he was gay, Turner responded: “I don’t know 

if I want to answer that or not because it doesn’t make any difference if I’m gay or 

not”, adding “I’m a human being and my sexual preference doesn’t play into my 

lifestyle…don’t ask me about what 5% of my life is.”270 While Turner did not 

necessarily closet himself, it was a difficult time to be outspokenly gay when the Big 

Boys were active. To lean into one’s sexuality too much might have pigeon-holed 

them as ‘the gay band’ and overshadowed their identity and belonging in the general 

punk community. However, to completely gloss over his sexuality and influence as a 

queer person in predominantly straight cultures does a disservice to his important 

 
267 David Ensminger, “Steers, Beers, and Punk Queers? The Not-So-Secret History of Old School 
Punk Rock Gays and Lesbians in Texas,” MAXIMUM ROCKNROLL, October 2009, 
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268 Curran Nault, Queercore: Queer Punk Media Subculture (Routledge, 2017), 65. 
269 Tim Kerr, “Big Boys: Just a Little History,” Thrasher, June 1999, /articles/magazine/june-1989/; 
MoFo, “Skate Rock!: Part 1,” Thrasher, March 1983, 
https://www.thrashermagazine.com/articles/magazine/march-1983/. 
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queer contributions to cultures like punk and skateboarding, and only reinforces their 

heteronormativity.  

 

Figure 14 Big Boys performing in drag. Note bassist Chris Gates on the left also wearing the iconic skateboarding 
shoe brand Vans.271 

Big Boys are important because they were not popular and influential ‘for a 

gay band’—they were a band with a legacy in skateboarding that also had gay 

members. To track these contributions brings to light a version of skateboarding that 

is produced by queer actors in contrast to the overwhelmingly heteronormative 

narratives. According to Latour, “in these continuous struggles there will be as many 

definitions of ‘the whole picture’ as there are actors striving to enroll and/or be 

enrolled,” and bringing the two identities of this same band together is just one case 

of using ANT techniques to connect seemingly disparate or incompatible images.272 

 
271 Pat Blashil, The Big Boys : Poison, Photograph, accessed May 29, 2021, 
https://www.patblashill.com/index.php/austin-1985-ad/the-big-boys/. 
272 Latour, “The Powers of Association,” 274. 
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In so doing, I am highlighting the queer undercurrent that helped shape 

skateboarding. To reformulate the heteronormative picture of the skateboarding 

network and alternatively present it as a queer culture may make it more appealing 

and welcoming to current and future queer participants. This is my goal in advocating 

for alternative readings of heteronormative cultures like skateboarding. By applying 

ANT techniques that return agency to the local interactions and individual actors may 

demystify power as action at a distance. The heteronormative image of 

skateboarding is not absolute. Emphasizing the queer connections that helped to 

produce skateboarding can destabilize its heteronormative order. 

In the next two chapters I will look at the idea of modifying power by 

reformatting networks through the process of translation. A regular criticism of early 

ANT is the “political emptiness” or “quietism” that resulted from its focus on ordering 

that at times appeared to naturalize orders or only reinforce the orders of dominant 

actors.273 To address these concerns, ANT works shifted their focus to “the 

consequences of ordering.”274 As this approach progressed, the political potential of 

flexible and impermanent orders and the agency to reorder became clearer by 

showing that established hierarchies and constructs “could fail or be otherwise.”275 

Therefore, my aim in Part II is not just demonstrating ANT as a possible tool for 

understanding destabilization. Indeed, the subsequent discussions outline how 

heteronormativity in skateboarding has been and may be reordered. I also offer an 

alternative account of skateboarding as a network produced and maintained through 

 
273 Johan Söderberg and Adam Netzén, “When All That Is Theory Melts into (Hot) Air: Contrasts and 
Parallels between Actor Network Theory, Autonomist Marxism, and Open Marxism,” Ephemera 10, 
no. 2 (2010): 101. 
274 Rafael Alcadipani and John Hassard, “Actor-Network Theory, Organizations and Critique: Towards 
a Politics of Organizing,” Organization 17, no. 4 (July 1, 2010): 423, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508410364441. 
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queer contributions that (in part) destabilize heteronormativity. I will explore 

translations that recruit queer people, perspectives, art, cultures, and so on into the 

skateboarding network. There are a number of “strategies of translation” that 

implicitly or explicitly guide network ordering and “since no ordering is ever complete, 

we might expect a series of strategies to coexist and interact.”276 Law identifies 

durability and mobility as two desirable outcomes of effective or strategic 

translation.277 Durability and mobility are the subjects of the following two chapters in 

this section. In “Translation and Durability” I compare heteronormative techniques of 

durability that rely more on stability with queer approaches based in ephemerality. I 

present stability and ephemerality as contradictory yet complementary methods to 

integrate and preserve queer influences in skateboarding. Then, in “Translation and 

Scale” I discuss the importance of local interactions and individual actors in shaping 

and re-shaping broader networks. I argue that even the most local and ephemeral 

translations have the potential to produce struggles between the dominant 

heteronormative order of skateboarding and potential queer alternatives if viewed 

collectively through an ANT lens. 

  

 
276 Law, “Notes on the Theory of the Actor-Network,” 388. 
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Chapter 3: Translation and Durability 
 

Power, dominance, and strength in the context of networks is not a quantity 

possessed so much as a stability performed. That is, networks are measured in 

terms of durable connections. The durability of a network is a reflection of its ability 

to reinforce itself through successful, strategic translation, and “some materials are 

more durable than others and so maintain their relational patterns for longer.”278 

However, effectiveness resides on a spectrum. Connections made through ideas 

and speech are easier to procure than more physical mediums such as texts, 

buildings, monuments, and so on, but they do not last as long and are more likely to 

be subject to interpretation and inconsistent reproduction. Network stability thus 

depends on the way its relations are “embodied in and performed by a range of 

durable materials.”279 However, fluid, flexible, and transient connections offer their 

own counterintuitive form of durability. Like all components, connections and impacts 

of a network, “durability is yet another relational effect.”280 

As Law notes, durability has “much merit—but it needs to be handled with 

caution.”281 Paradoxically, the dominance of a network may also become its 

weakness. The increased rigidity, predictability, and vastness of more dominant 

networks makes them larger, slower moving targets for interference. In the context of 

power relations, “any association that is entirely made up of durable translations 

must be more open to attack.”282 Contrary to the explanation of durability above, the 

“ability to configure the world one way and then see it as another” is an alternative 

 
278 Law, 387. 
279 Law, 387. 
280 Law, 387. 
281 Law, 387. 
282 Munro, “Actor-Network Theory,” 135. 
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technique of network preservation.283 Scholar of power and organization Rolland 

Munro refers to this ability to reconfigure as “motility” which he proposes makes an 

actor-network “harder to pin down or specify.” Consider, for instance, former New 

York City mayor Rudy Giuliani’s “quality of life” campaign which led to a crack-down 

on city nightlife. One particular target of Giuliani’s administration was Peter Gatien, 

owner of the city’s biggest clubs including Limelight and The Tunnel (which was the 

size of an entire city block and could hold 5,000 people).284 The massive raves and 

parties that regularly attracted queer people, people of color, and drug-users became 

a frequent site of police raids and legal battles.285 The sheer size of the venues and 

its clearly traceable ownership made Gatien and his clubs easy targets. On the other 

side of the coin were “outlaw parties” or impromptu and illicit gatherings in public 

places like McDonalds in Times Square. Partygoers would revel until the cops shut it 

down, then move on to the next location.286 In addition to clubs like Limelight and The 

Tunnel, these secretive mobile parties were a staple of the rave scene of the time in 

which participants used phone hotlines to spread the word of the next party on short 

notice as a way to evade authorities.287 Hence, there is a delicate balancing act 

between durable strength and the vulnerability of being identifiable and predictable 

that comes with it. Similarly, there is a balance between adaptable motility that 

 
283 Munro, 135. 
284 Michaelangelo Matos, “‘Limelight’: The Rise And Fall Of The Church Of Rave,” NPR, September 
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287 Michaelangelo Matos, “How The Internet Transformed The American Rave Scene,” NPR, July 11, 
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makes actors harder for adversaries to target but also more difficult for allies to 

follow.  

A network composed of entirely durable materials may be more stable and 

consistent, but the fixedness of the network also makes it more vulnerable. 

Conversely, the elusiveness and flexibility of smaller, less stable networks that 

preclude dominance may, at the same time, contribute to their preservation. This 

explains the longstanding contest between heteronormativity and queerness. 

Heteronormativity and queerness tend to advance different techniques. 

Heteronormativity often relies on strength in the form of dominance and durability 

which work to its advantage; queerness tends to be nimble, adaptable, and subtle. 

To be exclusively stable or exclusively motile is generally suboptimal. Instead, a 

combination of strategies is necessary for the most successful network development 

and ordering. 

In this chapter I will examine queerness in skateboarding as a practice that 

has used both strategies of stability and motility to manage durability. Analyzing 

queerness through an ostensibly heteronormative leisure activity like skateboarding 

allows me to observe the ways in which queer and normative approaches to 

durability coexist and coalesce in the same network. Here, I look at the recent 

inclusion of a gender-diverse character in the Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater (THPS) video 

game series as an example of a stable representation of queerness in 

skateboarding. I contrast this with examples of ephemeral queer moments in 

skateboarding that demonstrate a more motile form of durability. I make the 

argument that a multi-strategic approach to durability is advantageous and better 

accounts for any underrepresented queer presence that may persist even in 

predominantly heteronormative cultures. I use this approach to durability to make the 
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case that, while positive representations of queer people and inclusivity such as 

THPS 1+2 are important and increasingly appearing in popular skateboarding media, 

queer people are not new to skateboarding, as I have shown in my discussion of 

figures such as Big Boys, above. Therefore, in the section on motility I demonstrate 

how an alternative perspective on durability provides a recuperative history of 

queerness in skateboarding. By revising the way that we think about evidence and 

durability, skateboarding can be seen as a queer space produced by queer people 

who encourage queer participation. Moreover, increasingly stable representations of 

skateboarding as queer helps to make that version of reality more dominant. 

 

Stable Durability: Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 1 + 2  
 

Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 1 + 2 (THPS 1 + 2), released in 2020, is the remastered 

version of the highly celebrated first two skateboarding video games in the THPS 

series. The popular series that began in 1999 was already available across 79 

formats and gaming platforms, having had at least one game released each year for 

eight years, and generating sales of over US$1 billion to date.288 The highly 

anticipated THPS 1 + 2, became the fastest-selling entry in the series, selling over 

one million copies in its first two weeks of release.289 The massive, widespread 

popularity of the easily accessible and preservable digital media gives the 

skateboarding practices and culture represented in the games a very stable 

durability. The THPS games attempt to replicate the skateboarding network in an 

 
288 Tony Hawk and Pat Hawk, How Did I Get Here?: The Ascent of an Unlikely CEO (Hoboken, NJ: 
John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2010), 40–43 & 73. 
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interactive digital form. In doing so, THPS provided a material representation of 

skateboarding to a worldwide audience that may never have received such detailed 

exposure to this network. The franchise also introduces representations of what a 

skater is and looks like. THPS 1 + 2 is the first in the franchise to feature a non-

binary identified professional skateboarder as one of the playable avatars: Leo Baker 

(Fig. 15).290  

 

Figure 15 Leo Baker game avatar for Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 1 + 2 

The inclusion of Baker as the first gender-diverse figure in the game is a 

demonstration of more conventional stable durability in an ordering struggle of queer 

participation in the traditionally heteronormative skateboarding network. Baker’s 

avatar anchors queerness to the skateboarding network through digital 
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representation provided by one of the one of the most recognized titles in gaming 

and skateboarding that is sponsored by one of the most prominent and influential 

spokespersons for skateboarding, Tony Hawk. Baker’s inclusion increases queer 

visibility and anticipates greater queer participation in skateboarding. Highlighting 

queer involvement through such a highly visible platform and promoting queer 

involvement through positive representations of diverse skateboarders could 

ultimately contribute to refiguring the skateboarding network by making queerness a 

more durable feature. The representation of Baker in THPS 1+2 involves the three 

ways of improving stability identified by Law: “material,” “strategic,” and “discursive” 

durability.291  

Material durability is “straightforward” in that “some materials last longer than 

others.”292 The configuration of a variety of materials increases durability beyond 

what is capable with just human social interaction. In the case of THPS 1+2, the 

representation of skateboarding and skateboarding culture depicted in the game is 

documented and preserved through a popular and recognizable digital media that 

has been disseminated prolifically. The THPS games have, thus, become a form of 

self-aware historical documentation for skateboarding, and must respond to a 

shifting market as well. As professional skateboarder and fellow THPS character 

Rodney Mullen explains, skateboarding “doesn’t have a long history” and “the way 

Tony picked [people to include as characters in the game] and the excellence of the 

games” has become “our history”; THPS “has an important place in 

skateboarding.”293 Interestingly, the new characters introduced in THPS 1+2 are 

added to the original roster of the first two games. The combined roster collapses the 
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skateboarding network represented in 2020 into the representations of 

skateboarding from 1999 and 2000. Through this combination, Leo Baker and Elissa 

Steamer appear simultaneously in the game. Steamer is the first female street 

skateboarder to have a section of footage in a major industry skate video and was 

included in the early THPS games as its sole female representative.294 She has since 

identified as queer, but it is her gender that has generally been emphasized in 

skateboarding media.295 Other queer skateboarders have criticized the historic 

erasure of Steamer’s and other long openly queer skateboarders like Vanessa 

Torres’ and Alexis Sablone’s sexuality. They believe female queerness in 

skateboarding is often dismissed “because everyone thinks every girl skater’s a 

lesbian.”296 Now, however, THPS 1+2 includes three more women skateboarders: 

Lizzie Armanto, Leticia Bufoni, and Aori Nishimuri. Perhaps now Steamer’s gender 

will not eclipse her queerness as she is positioned alongside the new generation of 

women skateboarders, as well as queer skateboarders like Leo Baker; and perhaps 

the representation of queer figures throughout skateboarding’s past and present will 

be considered in addition to gender. 

I have provided a simplified discussion of the importance and meaning of 

representation in video games.297 It should be made clear that “issues of identity and 

representation were much more complicated for queer gamers than just wanting to 
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be able to play as queer characters.”298 Furthermore, it is not necessarily the case 

that representing marginal groups in video games affects or alters their experiences 

of prejudice or the way others perceive or interact with them.299 Nevertheless, the 

inclusion of character avatars such as Baker remains important because of the 

implications for embodiment and empathy in gameplay. I suggest that this is a 

strategic method, following Law’s model, of increasing the durability of queer 

representations in skateboarding. One of the strategies of the game is to encourage 

players to complete different secret challenges and unlock different achievements by 

playing as different characters. This motivates the predominately cis-het male 

audience of video games and skateboarding to assume the role of assigned female 

at birth, non-binary, and queer avatars. For a time, players can identify and perform 

as someone ‘other’ than themselves and be presented with slightly different 

objectives, skills, and experiences as a result.  

Through gameplay, a player-avatar assemblage is formed that reflects an 

intra-active relationship between both actors rather than a one-sided command or 

direction of the other.300 In the most obvious sense, “the player cannot act on or 

progress in the game without the avatar, but neither can the avatar do so without the 

player.”301 But the relationship goes beyond just function, "the avatar is both an 

image and tool, the user is both a viewer and a player, making the game both a 

mode of representation and embodiment.”302 Referring to two skateboarding games 

(Tony Hawk’s Project 8 and Skate 3), video game researcher Paul Martin proposes 
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that empathy for the avatar arises through its function as an image while 

embodiment reflects experiencing the avatar as a tool.”303 Thus, skateboarding 

avatars constitute sites of empathy and embodiment “not only through their visual 

representation of a body performing, but also by involving the player’s own body in 

this performance.”304 In their research on empathy and video games, Poppy Wilde 

and Adrienne Evans extend Martin’s proposition as a “posthuman concept of 

empathy” that is not just projection “but is a deeply felt perspective … that produces 

affective reactions and extends the feeling of self.”305 This is especially significant in 

the case of players forming an assemblage with an avatar that represents an identity 

different from their own and a social ‘other.’  

In the games Martin investigated, the avatars are customizable characters not 

representative of any one real person. Yet, “despite being in this sense extra-

societal, the body is always culturally constituted and, in this case, it is the culture of 

skateboarding that acts as the frame within which the spectacle of the avatar’s body 

is formed.”306 In THPS 1+2 the avatars are reflective of actual people with real life 

reference points, histories, personalities, and so on; and not just empty vessels like 

the customizable characters. The avatars representing actual professional 

skateboarders are much more culturally constituted in this case. The queer body of 

Leo Baker is situated within the context of the predominately cisgender, heterosexual 

male culture of both skateboarding and video games. Yet, the nature of gameplay 

creates a “resonance between avatar and gamer.”307 Despite being dissimilar figures, 

the avatar and player fuse to form a combined entity with “both avatar and player 
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becoming ‘I’ and the events within gameplay affecting this ‘I’” so that they play, 

achieve, fail, and experience the game together.308 

 Perhaps the most important implication of the inclusion of diverse avatars in 

THPS 1+2 is its impact on discursive durability. The discourses produced through 

the skateboarding network “define conditions of possibility, making some ways of 

ordering webs of relations easier and others difficult or impossible.”309 Researcher of 

queer gaming, Adrienne Shaw contends that much of the literature on media 

representations promotes two major, and insufficient, arguments for the significance 

of diverse representation: “First, people want to see people ‘like them’ in the media 

they consume … Second, it is important that people see people unlike them in order 

to garner a broader view of the world.”310 Shaw thus advocates a third reason as to 

why representation matters which she calls discursive possibilities. Diverse 

representation “provides evidence of what could be and who can be possible.”311 

This understanding of representation, according to Shaw, is more consistent with 

“the complex relationship interviewees [have] with identities, texts” and how they 

determine significant representations.312 THPS 1+2 offers new ways of 

conceptualizing skateboarding—both in the most literal sense of the act of 

skateboarding, but also in understanding who can be a skateboarder. 

The exaggerated gameplay style allowed players to imagine complex ‘fantasy’ 

tricks in a surreal virtual world that would end up inspiring their materialization in the 

physical world. Professional skateboarder and THPS character Eric Koston explains: 

“half the battle of trying a trick you’ve never done is visualizing yourself doing it. 
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There’s things that I was able to do in real life because I was able to see a character 

do it. It’s pretty helpful. You can actually have that mental picture.”313 Kareem 

Campbell echoes this sentiment claiming that playing THPS “took me to a whole 

other level. Now I can start thinking of tricks because, like, ‘oh! I never thought of 

that.’”314 The games not only brought Campbell’s skateboarding to a new level but 

brought his role and influence as a black professional skateboarder to a new level. 

Campbell was the first black character featured in the THPS series at its release in 

1999 (Fig. 16).315 Before this representation, skateboarding was often perceived as a 

white activity, but after Campbell became a representative of a credible, authentic 

skateboarder through the game, skateboarding became more relatable and 

approachable to black audiences. Not only did Campbell give black players 

something to aspire to, but his inclusion also garnered acceptance and helped 

ameliorate some of the black community’s antipathy to skateboarding. Now, instead 

of yelling “white boy sport” at black skaters, black bystanders would approvingly ask 

“oh, so you’re like Kareem Campbell, huh?”316 The remastered THPS 1+2 game has 

the potential to transform attitudes toward queer skaters as well.  
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Figure 16 Kareem Campbell's revamp avatar for the latest game in the THPS series 

Baker, the first gender diverse avatar, may have a similar effect that Campbell 

had on black skaters. Baker shares this hope: "I think the visibility of women, non-

binary, and trans skaters in a video game like THPS is going to be majorly impactful 

for this upcoming generation … kids are going to see themselves in this broader 

spectrum of people who can skate.”317 Baker reflects on the lack of representation 

from their own experience, adding “if I had seen a queer, trans skater [in the older 

games in the franchise], maybe my life would have had a completely different path, 

because I wouldn't have had to feel so boxed-in, or like I had to 'dress like a girl' in 

order to be successful as a skater.”318 Koston alluded to the same position in his 
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statement that being able to visualize yourself skateboarding in the game helps 

imagine new possibilities for skateboarding in the physical world. Thus, I propose 

that THPS is capable of expanding the conditions of possibility in skateboarding. But 

the new discursive possibilities imagined by THPS 1+2 does not just redefine the 

prevailing tricks in skateboarding, they also redefine who can partake. Portraying the 

possibility of queerness reinforces the position of queerness in skateboarding in a 

more durable way. 

While queer representations of skateboarders are relatively new, queer 

people have been involved in skateboarding since the beginning. But contemporary 

representations reflect a new degree and technique of stability. Early queer 

connections in skateboarding, which preceded THPS 1+2, were typically short-lived, 

glossed over, forgotten, or marginalized. Similarly, popular narratives underplayed or 

omitted queerness, as was the case with the Big Boys. This problem also exists in 

gaming spaces. Recent representations of non-white, non-heterosexual, non-male 

gamers present these traditional fringe demographics as newcomers to video game 

culture. But, as Ruberg explains in Video Games Have Always Been Queer (2019), 

queerness has a long-standing, albeit underrepresented, history in video games.319 

Ruberg likens the underrepresentation of queer gamers to “the often-repeated 

misconception that women rarely play video games” which has contributed to a 

“devastating cycle of invisibility.”320 This cycle of invisibility likewise appears in 

skateboarding. In the following section, I turn to those ephemeral examples of queer 

participation and influence in skateboarding that demonstrate a more motile 

approach to durability but, nonetheless, have a tangible impact on the figuration of 

the skateboarding network. 
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Motile Durability: Queer Skateboarding Ephemera 
 

The cycle of invisibility referred to above, reflects a point made by many queer 

theorists since the 1990s that queerness constitutes a type of loss. Queer theorist 

José Esteban Muñoz contends that in a heteronormative society, “queerness is 

illegible and therefore lost in relation to the straight minds’ mapping of space.”321 Yet, 

this type of loss as illegibility, or invisibility does not simply imply irrelevance or 

insignificance. Rather, “to be lost is not to hide in a closet or to perform a simple 

(ontological) disappearing act; it is to veer away from heterosexuality’s path.”322 From 

this perspective, queer theory focuses on tracing what is unrecognizable to 

heteronormative understandings while contending that what may not be readily 

visible is not necessarily non-existent. As a framework, ANT is especially well 

positioned to help map queer loss given that it does not recognize negative space. 

There is no “aether” or void into which something may vanish. If something exists it 

is connected, and that translation will leave a trace.323 To address queer loss, Muñoz 

calls for an alternative perspective on evidence because “historically, evidence of 

queerness has been used to penalize and discipline queer desires, connections, and 

acts.”324 Thus, Muñoz calls for “hermeneutics of residue” as “the key to queering 

evidence.”325  

Examining the remaining traces or residue of an interaction resonates with 

ANT and its notion of tracing translations. Queer evidence often needs to elude 

mainstream and heteronormative persecution. Therefore, to rely solely on 

techniques of stable durability would make already marginalized and targeted queer 
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networks more vulnerable to interference. For this reason, Muñoz suggests viewing 

queerness through “ephemera,” or the “trace, the remains, the things that are left 

hanging in the air like a rumor.”326 He provides examples such as “the conversations 

that ensue after” queer performances, encounters, or acts, “the ads in bar rags, the 

reviews in local papers, the occasional home-video documentation, and the hazy 

and often drug-tinged memories that remain” once the moment is over “are the queer 

ephemera.”327 I extend the use of this concept to present ephemera as a type of 

motile durability. The ephemera of queer networks help them to evade normative 

scrutiny and subjugation. While ephemera makes queerness more difficult to identify 

and may contribute to the seeming impermanence and obscurity of queer networks, 

it may also contribute to the preservation of those less dominant networks.  

Ephemeral / motile queer networks are “hard to catch,” and they are “meant to 

be hard to catch”, says Muñoz, because they are “supposed to slip through the 

fingers and comprehension of those who would use knowledge against us.”328 

Conversely, motile durability makes it more difficult to achieve widespread and 

consistent adherence to a network or order. Thus, this approach lends itself to 

marginalized networks as a means of survival rather than a way to achieve 

dominance. However, I suggest a combination of stable and motile durability 

produces a shift in the dominant order. In contrast to the stable durability of the 

THPS games, in this section I trace ephemeral instances of queerness in 

skateboarding in everyday life and its mediations. I demonstrate the motile durability 

of queer skateboarding as an alternative and additive approach to stable durability. 

Skateboarding has commonly treated the few glimpses of queer participation as 
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incidental one-off instances, as exceptions. Instead, treating these moments as a 

network of queer ephemera that provides motile durability to the queer contributions 

to skateboarding allows for a queer reading of a predominantly heteronormative 

network. Understanding ephemera and motility focuses attention on those critical 

queer moments in skateboarding that have been forgotten, dismissed, or 

underrepresented because they did not fit normative standards of evidence or the 

dominant heteronormative order of skateboarding. It also presents new techniques 

for representing queerness in skateboarding that could make it more welcoming and 

accessible to queer people and queer politics.  

Here I demonstrate the interplay between stable and motile durability that 

produces ordering struggles between heteronormativity and queerness in 

skateboarding using the example of professional skateboarder Brian Anderson’s 

public coming out. Anderson has been a dominant figure in the skateboarding 

industry since the 1990s. He won Thrasher’s coveted “Skater of the Year” title in 

1999, the same year he won the skateboarding world championship.329 This victory 

came just one year after an openly gay up-and-coming skater was allegedly 

pressured out of the industry.330 Stories about this incident received little coverage in 

the traditional skateboarding channels, but the incident did circulate as underground 

gossip, or rumor, and references occasionally surfaced on informal online forums 

and message boards. Not surprisingly then, gay skateboarders were wary of coming 

out.  
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Spending most of his career closeted with only rumors about his sexuality 

circulating through the skateboarding community, Anderson represented a motile 

queer presence. During this phase of his career, he built up enough accolades and 

favor to earn him a stable position in skateboarding. Eventually, he began coming 

out to close friends in the industry. Rumors about his sexuality circulated throughout 

the skateboarding scene, but it was not until 2016 that he officially made his 

sexuality public with a 25-minute documentary-style announcement published 

through Vice media.331 Anderson became the first male professional skateboarder of 

high notability to come out. According to Anderson he delayed sharing this part of his 

identity because he “was really scared” of people’s perceptions and reactions.332 

When asked if coming out earlier would have prompted Anderson to leave the 

industry, one friend and colleague thought so.333 For this reason, Anderson originally 

operated as a motile queer figure. However, his coming out gave more stability to 

queer presences in skateboarding and also illuminated other examples of motile 

queer ephemera. While Anderson’s coming out has stabilized his role as an 

influential queer figure in skateboarding, it has also called attention to contemporary 

motile queer groups that do not seek stability. Rather, they prefer a place in the 

motile fringes to avoid incorporation and remain cautious of assimilation. 

Before his public coming out, Anderson’s sexuality had been described as an 

“open secret.”334 Indeed, Anderson admitted that he did the Vice piece, in part, “so I 

didn’t have to get to a skatepark and see kids sort of whisper anymore.”335 In another 
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instance Anderson was recognized by a skateboarding fan at a gay bar and had to 

swear the fan to secrecy. The ephemeral glimpses of Anderson’s sexuality provided 

credence to his queer presence but were still unsubstantiated enough that he has 

been described as “a role model” for the closeted.336 Yet, his position straddling the 

threshold of the closet was enough to initiate more queer connections in 

skateboarding. Even the rumors that Anderson might be gay inspired others to come 

out. Skateboarding photographer Sam McGuire recalls that “one of the only reasons 

I decided I could come out was because I had heard B. A. [Brian Anderson] was 

gay.”337 Still, verifying the rumors and stabilizing his image as a gay man could leave 

him vulnerable to career-ending scrutiny. Anderson had seen this happen to Jarret 

Berry and Tim Von Werne.  

Jarret Berry was a locally sponsored skateboarder at the time Anderson was 

at the height of his career. As one of the only openly gay skateboarders known to the 

editor of Big Brother, Berry appeared on the cover and was interviewed for the 2002 

“gay issue” of the skateboarding magazine (Fig. 17).338 Big Brother well known for its 

sardonic and irreverent humor, so while Berry’s cover may not have been tasteful, it 

was certainly impactful. It features an image of him grinding down a rail in a leather 

vest, cowboy hat, and chaps. The title of the magazine is placed on a rainbow 

background and edited to read ‘bi brother.’ The bottom of the image declared this 

issue would contain stories on “Jarret Berry and other fruits and fairies.”339 While 

Berry’s coverage would seem to be little more than an indulgence of insulting 

stereotypes and pejoratives there was political potential in the form of 
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“disidentification.” Through disidentification, marginalized people 

“reinhabit…stereotypes, both by calling attention to the inaccuracy of these 

representations and ‘fixing’ such representation from the inside by filling in 

representational husks with complicated, anti-essentialist, and emotionally 

compelling characters.”340 In addition to all the stereotypes and absurdities in the 

article, Berry contended that there was some substance and that “it wasn’t all fluff.”341 

There was enough material to begin to challenge one reader’s preconceived notions. 

A future skateboarding journalist who would help recover Berry’s story after 

Andersons coming out remembers “seeing some of Jarret’s tricks in the interview 

and thinking in the homophobic parlance of my American adolescence, gnarly, 

what’s gay about that?”342 
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Figure 17 Jarret Berry on the Cover of Big Brother issue 82 (March 2002) 

Little was heard from Berry after the article. His local sponsors continued to 

support him but the major brands withdrew. Big Brother Issue #82 contained his 

entire moment in the spotlight. He soon became a “novelty piece of skate trivia, and 

the skateboard industry’s conversation about homosexuality mostly receded with 

him.”343 And Berry is not the only cautionary tale. In 1998, Tim Von Werne was an 

up-and-coming amateur team member for Birdhouse, a major skateboard company 

started by Tony Hawk. He was out to his teammates and spoke openly about being 

gay in a profile article for Skateboarder magazine. However, Birdhouse’s business 

managers reportedly pulled the article before it was ever published. For Von Werne, 

the rescinded article “marked a turning point in my relationship with Birdhouse—and 

possibly skating in general.”344 He realized that to pursue his professional 
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skateboarding career he would have to return to the closet. He opted to leave the 

industry, instead. His ephemeral moment in skateboarding was even more short-

lived than Berry’s and he never even reached a wide audience. 

Experiences like these justify the need for understanding ephemera and 

motile durability in order to adequately account for queer histories in heteronormative 

spaces. Relying only on stable durability would threaten queer skateboarders’ 

durability altogether; recovering evidence of motile durability in the form of ephemera 

elucidates an enduring queer presence in skateboarding, even if it is unstable. 

Aware of this tension between queer and heteronormative durability, Anderson 

originally thought he might never come out. His plan was to progress as far in 

skateboarding as possible then retreat into obscurity to find a partner and settle 

down.345 He planned to separate his identities as a skateboarder and a gay man, 

transitioning from one to the other and serving as another ephemeral presence. 

Eventually, however, Anderson built himself a stable position in skateboarding (Fig. 

18).346 Winning titles such as Skater of the Year and World Champion, increased his 

confidence and gave him “more guts.”347 He realized that his achievements could not 

be “take[n] away” and this gave him a sense of permanence; he knew that he could 

not just be erased as Berry and Von Werne had been.348  
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Figure 18 Thrasher issue 231 (April 2000) featuring Brian Anderson on the cover celebrating his title as 1999’s 

Skater of the Year 

Anderson’s case illustrates the advantages of combining stable and motile 

techniques of durability. The motility of his obscured sexuality protected Anderson’s 

position in skateboarding enough for him to secure sufficient stability as an important 

and influential skateboarder. Anderson also cited a general shift in the social / 

political climate of skateboarding and broader society (such as gay characters on 

television shows) that indicated the public would be more receptive to a gay 

skateboarder.349 Because of the stability he had acquired as a skateboarder, and that 

queer people had acquired in the mainstream, he felt that it was possible for him to 

come out and maintain his position in skateboarding. Anderson had stabilized his 

position in skateboarding enough to release a coming out video; the video in turn 

stabilized his sexuality as a part of skateboarding. In the coming out video, fellow 
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professional skateboarder and Anderson’s former boss, Ed Templeton, explained the 

significance of the move: “all the gay skaters that are out there have been marginal 

dudes,” but “BA is … [the] favorite skater” of a lot of people. Lindsey Byrnes, a 

former marketing director for High Speed Productions, Inc. which publishes Thrasher 

echoes this sentiment: “There wasn’t a better person to open everybody’s eyes” 

because so many skateboarders already “loved and respected him.”350  

Anderson openly displays his queerness more consistently now. He posts 

photos on social media of him and his husband vacationing at the queer community 

on Fire Island alongside his skateboarding footage.351 Skateboarders and 

skateboarding media attended the release of his queer fetish zine Cave Homo where 

he could “take all the labels people give him—legendary skater, LGBTQ activist, 

talented artist—and mix ‘em into one big party, leather BDSM masks included.”352 

Coming out has stabilized Anderson’s image as a gay man and skateboarder such 

that he is also recognized as a pioneer in communities outside of skateboarding. 

Queer groups like the Tom of Finland Foundation353 tuned into this new image / 

version of skateboarding and awarded Anderson their Cultural Icon Award “for 

artistic achievement and immeasurable contributions to the art and culture of our 

community.”354 The story of Anderson’s coming out was also picked up by other 

 
350 VICE Sports, “Brian Anderson on Being a Gay Professional Skateboarder.” 
351 Welch, “Brian Anderson Coming out as Gay Doesn’t Let Skateboarding off the Hook: A History of 
Homophobia.” 
352 Jenkem Staff, “INTRODUCING BRIAN ANDERSON’S NEW ZINE, ‘CAVE HOMO,’” Jenkem 
Magazine (blog), June 29, 2017, http://www.jenkemmag.com/home/2017/06/29/brian-anderson-
made-new-zine-called-cave-homo/. 
353 Tom of Finland was the pseudonym of Finnish queer artist Touko Laaksonen, who is known for his 
homoerotic illustrations that appeared in gay fetish magazines in the 1950s. His work eventually 
garnered enough attention to illicit formal exhibitions in the 1970s. In 1984 he co-founded the Tom of 
Finland Foundation which preserves and celebrates erotic art even after his death in 1991. “About 
Tom of Finland,” Tom of Finland Foundation, accessed May 20, 2021, 
https://www.tomoffinland.org/about-tom-of-finland/; “About Foundation,” Tom of Finland Foundation, 
accessed May 20, 2021, https://www.tomoffinland.org/about-the-foundation/. 
354 “Tom of Finland Foundation Cultural Icon Award,” Tom of Finland Foundation, October 2, 2017, 
https://www.tomoffinland.org/tom-of-finland-foundation-cultural-icon-award/. 



137 
 

mainstream media outlets like The New Yorker and Rolling Stone. Their attention 

presents a more stable, positive, image of queer skateboarding to audiences who 

would not be as familiar with the more motile examples of skateboarding’s tenuous 

relationship with queer identities. In some ways this may benefit queer skateboarding 

by garnering more interest from queer communities and recruiting more queer 

involvement that would build up or expand the queer skateboarding network. 

However, it also misrepresents major heteronormative patterns in skateboarding. 

Anderson became the face of queer skateboarding to most audiences, and he 

was regularly referred to as the first gay professional skateboarder after his coming 

out. However, this was quickly met with challenges and questions about who counts 

as the first gay pro skater. The conversations and media coverage that ensued 

revived underrepresented instances of queer ephemera from skateboarding’s past. 

Co-founder of the queer skateboarding group Unity, Jeffrey Cheung remembers that 

“back in the day, there were plenty of queer women skaters who were pretty 

comfortable and open about it.” Yet, he points out “that was never considered as big 

of a deal as when Brian Anderson came out.”355 Women occupy a marginal space in 

skateboarding (and queer spaces) and neither their careers nor personal lives 

receive much media attention. Most often, skateboarding media only features 

women’s sexuality when used to sexualize them for a predominantly heterosexual 

male audience.356 However, openly gay male skateboarders have previously been 

denied, ignored, and forgotten. Multiple industry members confirm they can think of 
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six or seven gay male professionals who remain in the closet.357 But they remain 

elusive, ephemeral figures who appear only in traces. 

In coming out, Anderson revitalized traces of queer skateboarding. “Rather 

than dematerialize,” motile queer evidence “rematerializes” as tangible items like 

magazine articles as well as in social practices like conversations, relationships, 

memories, and embodied acts.358 Traces appear “in both the stories we tell each 

other and communicative physical gestures like the cool look of a street cruise, a 

lingering handshake between recent acquaintances, or the mannish strut of a 

particularly confident woman.”359 In the aftermath of Anderson’s coming out, 

skateboarding and other subcultural media started to recover and piece together 

traces of queer skateboarding. Magazines, including Jenkem and Huck, seized the 

moment to tell another story of “skateboarding’s gay past.”360 In one article, 

interviewers followed up with Jarret Berry and he recalled an encounter with 

Anderson in which hindsight might have revealed a coded queer connection: 

I remember skating Skatepark of Tampa after my interview came out. We’d 

run into each other a few times before, but this time he came over and shook 

my hand … So I was like, cool, a pro respecting another pro, but then later I 

was wondering about him… It was interesting.361 

Looking back at the collected pieces of ephemera that tell the queer story of 

skateboarding, Berry found a new queer significance in that moment. While the Big 

Brother interview likely destabilized Berry’s potential skateboarding career and only 
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briefly called attention to queer issues in skateboarding, it still generated more queer 

connections. Berry even met his partner of 13 years because of the article.362  

However, Anderson’s coming out also reminded skateboarding audiences 

why motility is necessary in the first place. While new media coverage was devoted 

to the ephemeral moments of queer skateboarding that may have been forgotten, it 

also revived largely forgotten or ignored cases of skateboarding’s violent 

homophobia. As much of the skateboarding community celebrated itself as a bastion 

of progressive inclusivity for accepting Anderson as a gay man, some wanted to 

remind skateboarders that “the fact that Brian Anderson spent his entire professional 

career in the closet … marks a happy future, but also a sad history.”363 The reason it 

had taken so long to establish a stable queer figure at the forefront of skateboarding 

has to do with skateboarding’s own actions toward queer people.  

In 1982 and 1993 Dan Bradbury and Keith Ogden were the victims of fatal 

gay bashings initiated by professional skateboarders and their peers Jay Adams and 

Dennis Agnew, as well as Danny Way, Josh Swindell, and Steve Mateus.364 These 

incidents were largely glossed over. In these cases, some of the most iconic names 

in skateboarding maintained their stable durability and retained their careers and 
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esteem while their homophobia was only acknowledged ephemerally. Participating in 

this erasure, writer Keith Hamm sums up Adams’ life:  

at his worst, Jay Adams is a…racist homophobic deadbeat dad…At his best, 

he’s a legendary surfer and skateboarder…And if he keeps surfing and 

skateboarding…Jay will always be known not for what he does worst, but for 

what he does best.365 

Jail time for murder effectively ended Swindell’s career. However, Adams and Way 

were both inducted into the Skateboarding Hall of Fame, while Mateus became a 

director of marketing and athlete management for the action sports component of 

Rockstar Energy Drink.366 

That said, not all queer skateboarders seek inclusion in a community marked 

by heteronormativity and homophobia. Instead, they prefer their motility and to 

maintain their own place on the fringes on their own terms. While Anderson may 

have helped stabilize the position of cisgender gay men in skateboarding, other 

queer identities continue to be ‘othered.’ As founder of the queer skateboarding 

group and brand Unity, Jeffrey Cheung notes, it is possible that now “a lot of gay cis 

men kinda’ do identify with the culture of skateboarding, and don’t feel so left out.” 

Conversely, “non-male-presenting or trans people have most likely been pushed 

away before they get to that level.”367 Their motile, ephemeral status makes it difficult 

to identify them and follow their progress. Groups like Unity, though, have garnered 

enough mainstream coverage to provide them with moderately stable durability or 

recognition but maintain motile techniques such as pop-up skate meetups and self-
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published zines rather than pursue sponsorships with more mainstream brands (Fig. 

19).368 Unity skateboarder Adelaide Penelope Costas, for example, is “less 

interested in inclusivity within the larger skateboarding scene and more stoked on us 

queer and trans folk creating our own spaces and doing our own projects.”369 Motility 

is a tool that wards against the incorporation and assimilation that Muñoz rejects as 

the ultimate goal of queer politics.370 For those like Muñoz and Costas, who are 

cautious of queerness being absorbed into heteronormative arrangements, 

ephemera and motile durability may serve them more than stability. 

 

Figure 19 A diverse group at a Unity skateboarding meetup 
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Conclusion  
 

From Muñoz’s perspective, “the ephemeral does not equal unmateriality. It is more 

nearly about another understanding of what matters.”371 As such, ANT may be able 

to locate the pattern of negation and loss discussed in queerness and queer theory 

in a more productive context than the traditional nihilism.372 Where queer theory finds 

empowerment in ‘living outside the norm,’ ANT builds upon this condition in such a 

way as to allow for greater agency, change, and hope by reframing ‘loss’ as an 

opportunity to resist and modify normativity. ANT thus seeks to rematerialize 

ephemera and interpret it as a form of durability that preserves connections through 

flexibility and evasion rather than just relying on a steady consistency that is not an 

equally viable option for all actors. The difference in techniques of durability that 

produce contrasting types of evidence reflect alternative goals, for example compare 

incorporation with anti-assimilation. In the process, motility produces a more distinct 

representation of networks than stability. Through the view of stable durability, queer 

participation is a new development. Conversely, adopting a perspective that better 

accounts for motile translations provides a way to think / talk about those lost or 

illegible moments of queerness that could make a case for the persistent presence 

and influence of queer people in skateboarding.  

Ultimately, stability and motility should be considered as contrasting yet 

complementary strategies of durability. I suggest that, together, motile and stable 

durability preserve vulnerable networks while expanding and fortifying their 

connections to the extent that they are able to influence ordering struggles. The use 

of multiple strategies and “the fact that they are different also contributes to 
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stability.”373 Every arrangement of a network “sets limits to its conditions of possibility 

so it cannot recognize certain kinds of realities. But those realities exist and they 

have to be handled.”374 Some versions of the skateboarding network are 

heteronormative; others are queer. So far, the heteronormative order maintains 

dominance, but thinking about, accounting for, and tracking queerness in terms of 

motility outlines a more visible and persistent queer skateboarding network than is 

superficially recognizable. In the next chapter, I expand on this examination of local 

connections and modest interactions that, when considered together as part of 

network, intensifies their role in ordering struggles. “Translation and Scale” deals 

with ordering across space by investigating how skateboarding has established 

queer connections with other networks like punk, hip hop, and art in a way that 

extends its influence and power. 
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 Chapter 4: Translation and Scale 
 

Skateboarding culture shares close social and cultural connections with hip hop, 

punk, and art. These connections across groups comprise expansive and diverse 

networks. While queerness may appear to hold a marginal position in skateboarding, 

and skateboarding may occupy a niche position in mainstream culture, I suggest that 

the connections between these groups combine in far reaching and influential ways. 

As such, I focus on the concept of scale in this chapter, using ANT to reimagine 

normative ideas about local and global hierarchies which I adapt with notions of 

continuously flowing relations which both amplify and reduce the impact and reach of 

connections. By applying this perspective on scale, I trace what I identify as a robust 

queer network in predominantly heteronormative spaces. By expanding the view of 

queer influence and participation in skateboarding by looking to its outward 

connections with other groups, I illustrate a stronger and more dominant network 

than may appear if the focus were to remain on local activity detached from the 

network’s concurrently global impact. My network analysis shows a queer order that 

struggles with the heteronormative default of these groups and shapes popular 

culture in a way that contests the heteronormative order of hegemonic society. 

The scale at which various networks operate is just as crucial to ordering 

struggles as durability. While ANT “effaces the distinction between agency and 

structure, and the macro- and the micro-social,” the concept of dominance is not 

negated.375 Instead, hierarchies are “flattened”; no social realms or actors are 

considered above or below one another.376 ANT rejects this type of binary division 

between local and global phenomena but maintains ideas of scale in terms of the 
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reach and mobility of any given network’s connections. In this sense, ideas of local 

and global fold into one another and connectivity is the main determinant of scale. 

When the focus shifts to connectivity, in Latour’s words: “the local sites that 

manufacture global structures are underlined”, Latour argues that, 

it is the entire topography of the social world that is being modified. Macro no 

longer describes a wider or a larger site in which the micro would be 

embedded … but another equally local, equally micro place, which is 

connected to many others … No place can be said to be bigger than any 

other place, but some can be said to benefit from far safer connections with 

many more places than others.377 

So, while the dominance of heteronormativity would make queerness appear to be 

smaller and a less significant microsocial divergence from ‘real’ skateboarding, 

outlining the queer connections made with other groups demonstrates a queer 

undercurrent influencing popular culture at large, on a macro scale.  

There are instances of direct overlap between skateboarding and queer 

culture such as the consistent connections between Alex Olson and queer nightlife / 

drag culture. Olson grew up between New York City and Southern California, both 

key sites of skateboarding and drag cultures. Alex’s father, Steve Olson, was a 

professional skateboarder and Alex skateboarded professionally for several 

sponsors in California before leaving for New York in 2014. In New York he began 

his own company, Bianca Chandôn.378 Olson states that he felt confined by the 

heteronormative expectations of mainstream skateboarding. He preferred dance 
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music to hip hop and punk, appreciated high-fashion, and was fascinated by the 

queer history of New York such as the Paradise Garage disco / gay club and the 

queer haven on Fire Island.379 These interests motivated Bianca Chandôn and its 

products. The drag documentary Paris is Burning (1990) directly influenced Olson’s 

first line of skateboards.380 He decorated his boards with graphics featuring drag 

terminology such “voguing” (a style of dance originated in the drag ballroom scene) 

and “house” (the term for a family or team of performers), as well as images of 

voguers and central figures in the documentary such as Octavia St. Laurent.381  

Olson likens skateboarding to voguing, asserting “some people consider 

skateboarding a sport, but I judge it more like dance … Skating is like voguing: 

Whoever has the best style wins the competition.”382 In addition to the drag 

references in Paris is Burning, Olson incorporated broader queer influences into 

Bianca Chandôn. He also collaborated with noted gay photographer Tom Bianchi 

and released products that referenced queer havens like Fire Island, New York and 

the influential gay DJ Larry Levan, as well as a line that paid homage to the inclusive 

discos of the 1970s in California (Fig 20).383 When asked how and where he thought 

his work fitted skateboarding culture, Bianchi responded, “my messages reach a 
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community that might not have thought much about what I have to say in the past – 

I’m all for that because my messages are universally valuable.”384 The collaboration 

between Bianchi’s and Olson’s served two audiences: it introduced Bianchi’s queer 

photography to heteronormative skateboarders and they introduced queer followers 

of Bianchi to Olson and skateboarding.   

 

Figure 20 A Bianca Chandôn shirt paying homage to Circus Disco. A skateboard playfully giving honorary 
professional status to DJ Larry Levan 

Olson regularly uses the proceeds of Bianca Chandôn products to support 

LGBT+ organizations such as The Trevor Project, Housing Works, and Visual Aids. 

He has also injected drag into his work for other skateboarding projects outside of 

his own company, such as his contribution to the skateboarding video Boys of 

Summer (Jeff Kutter, 2015).385 In his section of footage, Olson’s skateboarding is 
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collaged with clips of voguing from Paris is Burning (1990) and the drag queen 

Divine from John Water’s avant-garde shock film Pink Flamingos (1972).386 Olson 

explains that his incorporation of queer culture into his skateboarding outputs reflects 

a desire “to bring people in from different circles and … trade off what we had” by 

sharing cultural influences and works.387 Though not necessarily inspired by Olson, 

there is evidence of such “trade-offs” ongoing. Pose (2018-2021) is a television 

drama broadcast on FX about the drag ballroom scene of the 1980s in New York 

City. The character Lil Papi represents a “banjee boy” or a young male in the scene 

who dresses and carries himself according to a hyper-urban / masculine standard of 

street culture at the time.388 When Papi buys a skateboard it arouses suspicions that 

he is dealing drugs.389 He can be seen dealing and skateboarding around the queer 

hangouts at the New York waterfront piers where the skateboard seems to function 

as a symbol of the urban masculine identity evoked by the banjee boy.390 Actors, in 

Latour’s terms, from within these groups such as Olson and the creators of Pose 

recognize the compatibility and connectedness of skateboarding and queer culture, 

and are representing it to their respective audiences (potentially generating a greater 

shared audience). However, it is still useful to draw from surrounding groups like hip 

hop, punk, and art because the direct overlap between skateboarding and queer 

culture is less than universal. Expanding the network of queer involvement in 
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skateboarding by branching out and following its connections to other groups makes 

the queer influence harder to overlook. 

I am able to demonstrate a prominent scale of queerness in part because 

ANT redefines properties of traditional measurements of scale such as proximity, 

size, and interiority as relational effects of connectivity. For Latour, proximity is no 

longer a measurement of whether sites are far or close, but whether they are more 

or less connected.391 That is, a town at the top of a mountain may only be a few 

miles from the one at the base, but if there are no passable roads to access the 

summit, or reliable phone or internet services in the remote environment, then the 

summit town is just as inaccessible than another town hundreds of miles away. In a 

similar way, skateboarding and queer cultures appear vastly distant on the surface 

but by tracing the ways they connect (especially by relaying through other groups), I 

will present them as much closer. Latour’s definition of size follows a comparable 

formula. There is no a priori designation of micro or macro social elements, networks 

are only more or less connected, and levels of connectivity are always subject to 

change.392 For this reason, ANT is useful for exploring networks like skateboarding, 

hip hop, punk, and art. In this sense, so-called ‘subcultures’ are still a large part of 

mainstream popular culture (especially when considering several subcultures 

together). Likewise, queerness is still a significant part of heteronormative networks 

despite its apparent marginalization. Queerness and heteronormativity are integrally 

related and connected, being defined against each other. The marginality of 

queerness in networks like skateboarding does not make it irrelevant or unimportant 

due to the extent and significance of its connections. This is similar to ANT’s 
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approach to interiority. According to Latour, there is no inside or outside of a 

network. If something plays no role, or has no effect, then it is not connected and 

therefore does not exist and is not considered.393 Thus, as with the significance of 

size versus marginality, queerness is not ‘outside of,’ exterior to, or foreign to 

skateboarding. Further, while they are distinct cultural groups, skateboarding, hip 

hop, punk, and art all weave into one another through collaborations, shared 

influences, settings, and / or aesthetics. 

The importance of the ANT perspective on scale is what Latour calls “the 

leeway left for action.”394 By emphasizing how the seemingly ‘distant,’ ‘small,’ and 

‘outsider’ interactions between local actors build into the bigger picture of the global, 

rather than being relegated to two distinct realms, the individual actor has greater 

agency. Latour uses the example of capitalism as “an intractable entity endowed with 

a ‘spirit’.”395 Yet, the relay between traders, analysts, strategists, and so on across 

hedge funds, newsrooms, and computers around the world, paints an increasingly 

local picture of something as punctualized as the stock market. In this example, 

“capitalism has no plausible enemy since it is ‘everywhere’, but a given trading room 

in Wall Street has many competitors” and is subject to a host of errors and 

interferences “that may shift the balance from an obscene profit to a dramatic 

loss.”396 The recent example of members of the online community r/wallstreetbets 

hosted by the website Reddit that caused dying GameStop stock prices to skyrocket 

demonstrates how a network of local actors with little individual influence act 

together to challenge and disrupt something as seemingly omnipotent and 

omnipresent as the traditional relations and forces of capitalism. This is a useful 
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example of ANT approaches and demonstrative of how connectivity empowers local 

agencies to determine global outcomes as much as global influences impact local 

possibilities.  

 In emphasizing the power of local agency in ordering struggles, ANT adopts a 

different understanding of strength than that of verticalized / hierarchical models. For 

ANT, strength “does not come from concentration, purity and unity, but from 

dissemination, heterogeneity and the careful plaiting of weak ties.”397 As such, by 

tying together queer connections across multiple groups I depict a stronger queer 

network in each that possesses a greater influence over popular culture and social 

norms. To be able to tell another story of skateboarding—and popular culture in 

general—produces a different reality. Presenting queerness as a persistent and 

influential agency in the figuration of skateboarding, instead of only a marginal, 

insignificant, or victimized offshoot challenges the dominant narrative of 

skateboarding as a place exclusively for cis-het men. Therefore, in what follows I 

provide a series of examples of the local queer connections between skateboarding 

and hip hop, punk, and art that depict broader network of queer involvement and 

influence even within predominately heteronormative networks. 

Hip Hop 
 

Hip hop is a predominantly heteronormative network that, like skateboarding, has 

fostered substantial queer involvement and influence. However, this influence has 

also been underrepresented. Like skateboarding, many mainstream “representations 

of queer people doing hip hop fix these artists in the states of newness, turning them 
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into people without history.”398 This is problematic because even newer queer artists 

draw from a long history of queer culture. Importantly, hip hop is also a historically 

black culture and artform. Thus, to fail to mention the complicated intersections of 

race and queerness would be an egregious oversight, especially within the 

contemporary cultural context of racialized violence. In 2019 The Human Rights 

Campaign called violence against trans and gender non-conforming people in the 

United States “a national epidemic.” The Campaign pointed to the violent deaths of 

25 trans and gender non-conforming people (91 percent of who were black).399 In 

2020 the number of violent deaths rose to 44 killings with “the majority Black and 

Latinx transgender women.”400 However, the primary interest in this thesis remains 

the interstices of queerness and skateboarding and I am unable to delve deep into 

race and sexuality. Nonetheless, where appropriate I report on relevant black queer 

research.401  

The exploration of queerness in hip hop and skateboarding that I offer here 

uses ANT to address Bettina Love’s call for “methodological perspectives” that 

acknowledge and incorporate the “messy,” and which are “filled with areas of gray 

humanization and hyper-locality, to recognize Black queer youth’s agency within 

 
398 Matthew Leslie Santana, “Queer Hip Hop or Hip-Hop Queerness?: Toward a Queer of Color Music 
Studies,” in Queering the Field: Sounding Out Ethnomusicology, ed. Gregory Barz and William Cheng 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 188. 
399 “A National Epidemic: Fatal Anti-Transgender Violence in America,” HRC, accessed April 25, 
2021, https://www.hrc.org/resources/a-national-epidemic-fatal-anti-trans-violence-in-the-united-states-
in-2019. 
400 “Violence Against the Transgender Community in 2020,” HRC, accessed April 25, 2021, 
https://www.hrc.org/resources/violence-against-the-trans-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-
2020. 
401 Critiques of posthuman accounts’ handling of race issues such as Davis et al.’s response to 
Haraway et al.’s discussion of the “Plantationocene” serve as an example of how to meaningfully 
incorporate issues of race into an ANT-type framework. Janae Davis et al., “Anthropocene, 
Capitalocene, … Plantationocene?: A Manifesto for Ecological Justice in an Age of Global Crises,” 
Geography Compass 13, no. 5 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12438; Donna Haraway, 
“Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin,” Environmental Humanities 
6, no. 1 (May 1, 2015): 159–65, https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3615934. 
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their precarious conditions.”402 Such a methodological perspective helps to recover 

and prevent the erasure of queer histories in dominant heteronormative networks like 

skateboarding and hip hop. For this reason, it is important not to overlook the small, 

brief, distant, or ephemeral, connections because “within this specificity, there are 

pockets of hip hop that are queer in theory and practice.”403 The erasure of black 

queer accounts and representations produces a reductionist view of hip hop that 

positions queer hip hop as the ‘Other.’ This erasure forces queer artists to compete 

for token positions as representative of queer hip hop rather than embracing diverse 

politics, philosophies, and performances.404 Furthermore, the “erasure of Black queer 

history enables these culture narrators to circumscribe hip hop as a homophobic 

genre” that does not allow or account for a multiplicity of experiences.405 Instead, the 

genre and broader hip hop culture is cast as a monolith which is unwelcoming and 

inaccessible to queerness, and queerness presented as incompatible with 

blackness. I have made a similar case for queerness in skateboarding and propose 

that linking these groups of shared experiences can expand and fortify queer 

networks, thus putting an obstacle in the way of erasure and presenting options for 

more figurations of queerness in dominant culture.  

Authors Matthew Leslie Santana and Tavia Nyong’o identify a black queer 

history connected to hip hop through ballroom culture.406 Nyong’o applies Deleuze’s 

concept of “dark precursors” to describe the influence of the queer ballroom scene 

 
402 Bettina L. Love, “A Ratchet Lens: Black Queer Youth, Agency, Hip Hop, and the Black Ratchet 
Imagination,” Educational Researcher 46, no. 9 (December 1, 2017): 541, 
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403 Love, 542. 
404 Leslie Santana, “Queer Hip Hop or Hip-Hop Queerness?: Toward a Queer of Color Music Studies,” 
189. 
405 Leslie Santana, 188. 
406 Leslie Santana, “Queer Hip Hop or Hip-Hop Queerness?: Toward a Queer of Color Music Studies”; 
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on hip hop. Like “the path of a lightning strike” a dark precursor that guides social 

organization “is never completely random, but always follows a non-visible pathway 

in the atmosphere.”407 In this sense, “ballroom culture has served as an important 

referent” for many queer hip hop artists, particularly in the way “their gestures evoke 

the practice of voguing within this scene and their lyrics borrow readily from 

ballroom’s lexicon.”408 Leslie Santana notes that queer “artists often articulate their 

own work as connected to a longline of work in hip hop, not necessarily by queer 

artists”, and cites as an example the Facebook posts by gay rapper Cakes Da Killa. 

According to Cakes, “I’ve been feeling lately like vogue is the new bboy [hip hop 

dancer] … a physical manifestation of the oppressed,” and queer artists “are way 

more rooted in the original elements of hip hop then whats [sic] on the radio. 

Showmanship, comedy, glamour, dance culture, technique, tech & originality.”409 

Nyong’o makes a similar case about queer rapper Azealia Banks and her 

collaborators’ immersion in the idiom of ballroom culture—“‘work,’ ‘ki ki,’ ‘banjee,’ 

‘read,’ ‘house,’ ‘bitch,’ ‘trade,’ ‘queen,’ ‘mop,’ ‘miss thing,’ and, of course, ‘fierce.’”410  

These authors have identified ballroom as the historical connection between 

hip hop and queerness. Ballroom is also the connection between queerness and 

skateboarding in the case of Alex Olson. I continue this theme, positioning ballroom 

as bridging influence to illustrate the queer connections and networks between 

skateboarding and hip hop with the example of the musical collective Odd Future.411 

 
407 Nyong’o, “Queer Hip Hop and Its Dark Precursors,” 145–46. 
408 Leslie Santana, “Queer Hip Hop or Hip-Hop Queerness?: Toward a Queer of Color Music Studies,” 
187. 
409 Leslie Santana, 187–88. 
410 Nyong’o, “Queer Hip Hop and Its Dark Precursors,” 146. 
411 While I focus on Odd Future, this group is not the only example of queer overlap in skateboarding 
and hip hop. Rapper Young Thug who skateboards and incorporates skateboarding into his work 
such as the music video “Ride for Me” is also known to participate in gender-bending style, often 
wearing dresses and claiming “there is no such thing as gender.” Jaden Smith is another gender-
bending skateboarding rapper who portrayed a gay street artist in the fictionalized hip hop origin story 
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Odd Future was a group of adolescent friends who rapped and skateboarded 

together. Odd Future has been credited with popularizing the skate company / 

streetwear brand Supreme, and the group have produced skate shoes with Vans, 

and released their own skate equipment. They are also closely affiliated with 

professional skateboarders Na-kel Smith, Sage Elsesser, and founder of the 

skateboarding brand Illegal Civilization, Mikey Alfred.412 The lineup of Odd Future 

has gone through several iterations since its beginnings but its most prominent 

members have included names like Tyler, The Creator and Frank Ocean. Recently, 

members have worked independently and Odd Future now operates more as a 

clothing and merchandise brand affiliated with Tyler. However, the friendship and 

collaborations between Tyler and Ocean have endured and these two have both 

become prominent queer figures in hip hop.  

In their song ‘Oldie’ (2012), released before either officially made their 

sexualities public, Tyler and Ocean allude to their identification with, or allegiance to, 

queer identities. Ocean is clearer than Tyler—“I’m high and I’m bi, wait, I mean I’m 
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straight”—but Odd Future’s frequent humor and outrageous exaggeration meant that 

statements such as these were often passed over and not taken seriously.413 At the 

end of “Oldie’, Tyler dedicates his success to outcast kids who felt rejected by their 

peer groups: “This is for the niggas in the suburbs / And the white kids with nigga 

friends that say the n-word / And the ones who got called weird, fag, bitch, nerd / 

‘Cause you was into jazz, kitty cats, and Steven Spielberg.”414 While the verse more 

generally refers to tensions of race, class, and belonging, it becomes more 

significant when taking into account his increasingly visible queerness. When these 

lyrics are considered in context with other instances of queer expression like his 

2016 fashion show and subsequent albums Flower Boy (2017) and IGOR (2019) it 

has been read more as queer signaling (discussed further below). 

References to skateboarding and queer culture are also abundant in Ocean’s 

work. Ocean featured skateboarding in his Grammy performance of the song 

‘Forrest Gump’ (2012).415 He also refers to learning a skate trick, known as an 

“impossible”, in his song ‘Biking’ (2017) and includes an interview between Sage 

Elsesser and Mikey Alfred at the end of his song ‘Futura Free’ (2016).416 Ocean has 

also collaborated with skateboarding director Spike Jonze who has filmed some of 

Ocean’s concerts, leading to speculation they may be producing a project 

together.417 Unlike Tyler, Ocean has been more transparent about his sexuality. 

 
413 Odd Future, Oldie, vol. The OF Tape Vol. 2, 2012, https://genius.com/Odd-future-oldie-lyrics. 
414 Odd Future. 
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biking-lyrics; Frank Ocean, Futura Free, vol. Blonde, 2016, https://genius.com/Frank-ocean-futura-
free-lyrics. 
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Working on a Movie With Spike Jonze?,” The Ringer, August 28, 2017, 
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Ocean has referred to both male and female subjects in love songs such as ‘Forrest 

Gump’ and ‘Good Guy’ or ‘Novacane’ and ‘Pink Matter.’418 Upon hearing a journalist 

comment on this trend during the listening party for his debut album channel 

ORANGE (2012), Ocean posted the story of his first male lover on his personal 

Tumblr account, which has since been identified as his public coming out.419 He 

continues to be forthright regarding his sexuality. In the song ‘Chanel’ (2017), Ocean 

evokes the interlocked “C” logo used by the designer brand as a nod towards 

bisexuality singing “my guy pretty like a girl / And he got fight stories to tell / I see 

both sides like Chanel / See on both sides like Chanel.”420  

Beyond the pronouns of love interests, Ocean uses representations of 

ballroom culture to infuse queerness into his work. The track ‘Ambience 001 (A 

Certain Way)’ (2016) includes an audio clip of legendary black drag queen Crystal 

LaBeija from the 1968 drag documentary The Queen.421 LeBeija is a monumental 

figure in the ballroom scene who is credited with reshaping drag balls into the 

modern ‘house’ structure that still functions today. LeBeija’s variation of ballroom 

toppled the predominantly white order of the time and transformed ballroom into a 

space for queer people of color that was popularized through the documentary Paris 
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is Burning (1990).422 In 2017, Ocean threw himself a birthday party inspired by the 

latter film. Ocean competes in his birthday ball alongside Tyler, The Creator and 

ballroom performer Gia Banks Mizrahi; other famed and underground members of 

the hip hop and queer black communities, such as SZA and Joanne the Scammer, 

were also in attendance.423 The “duality of movement” draws Ocean to ballroom and 

voguing performance in the way “it’s so physical—it’s tough to do some of those 

moves—but it also has a theatrical, feminine quality that’s beautiful to see in 

motion.”424 I suggest that skateboarding holds a similar appeal to Ocean. It is 

physically demanding and to do it well is to make it look fluid and easy. And as Alex 

Olson mentions, skateboarding also contains a dance-like quality. 

Ocean brings together his queer and skateboarder identities in the music 

video for his song ‘Nikes’ (2016).425 He appears in a drag-inspired look with glitter, 

bedazzling, and dramatic eyeliner in scenes where he commands the stage of an 

empty theater. Elsewhere in the video, we see a party, here, he presents in casual 

streetwear. Wearing a ‘Lover’ hoodie from Bianca Chandôn, Olson’s queer / 

ballroom / Paris is Burning-inspired skate company, Ocean indexes his influences 

from skate and drag within his hip hop creations (Fig. 21).426 Ocean’s openness 

about his sexuality and promotion of queer culture disrupts heteronormativity in the 
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hip hop and skateboarding cultures. While Ocean has been accepted and his career 

continues to grow, it is important to note the time and place in which he came out. 

Ocean’s identity may not have been received as well three decades ago amid the 

AIDS crisis. Homophobic criticism was rife in the period, even from hip hop acts 

considered more politically aware such as the “conscious rap” groups like Public 

Enemy and A Tribe Called Quest.427 Homophobia was also more prominent beyond 

HIV / AIDS and was a common feature of the era’s ‘gangsta rap.’428 The 

contemporary examples of Ocean and Odd Future stand in stark contrast to late 

1980s rapper Big Daddy Kane, whose connections to queer / ballroom culture 

stunted his career and reputation by mere rumors that he was queer. In 1989 

baseless gossip emerged that Kane was HIV-positive and “given the dominant belief 

that HIV/AIDS was a gay disease, public attention quickly shifted from Kane’s health 

to his sexuality” and the belief “that he’d been a closeted bisexual playing straight 

playboy all along.”429 Then, when Kane posed for Madonna’s 1992 book of queer, 

gender-bending, and taboo erotica SEX, his association with the voguing, ballroom 

celebrating, gay ally lent credence to the rumors and his career never quite 

recovered (Fig. 22).430  
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Figure 21 Ocean in the video 'Nikes' wearing a Bianca Chandôn hoodie and an ornate jumpsuit 

 

Figure 22 Images of Big Daddy Kane in Madonna's book SEX (1992) 

Conversely, Ocean’s career has flourished. His two studio albums have 

debuted at numbers one and two on the Billboard charts, and he has received a 

 
2015, https://medium.com/cuepoint/madonna-s-rapper-fetish-is-old-news-and-an-old-problem-
881df565695a. 



161 
 

Grammy, a Brit award, and a GLAAD award, among other accolades and 

recognitions.431 In addition to public approval, straight peers and hip hop greats, 

such as Jay-Z, Drake, and Kanye West, have endorsed Ocean’s openly queer 

identity and music. West, in his typically overzealous fashion, urged radio stations to 

play Frank Ocean at least ten times per day and threatened to boycott the 2017 

Grammys if Ocean was not nominated (despite Ocean not having submitted music 

for consideration).432 Of course, reactions to Ocean’s non-heteronormative identity 

have not been universally positive. Ocean is referenced by name in Lil Wayne’s 

homophobic lyrics for the song ‘Turn on the Lights’ (2017). The song includes lines 

like “And now she got a man I think he gayer than a stylist” and concludes with “Tell 

her I skate / I ain't got no worries / no Frank Ocean I’m straight.” The lyrics are 

indicative of the homophobia found in hip hop and also nod to the homophobia also 

present in skateboarding that would pit Ocean’s identities against one another.433 

Associating with Ocean has also functioned as a sort of ‘get out of jail free card’ to 

absolve musicians of homophobic behaviors or comments. The rap group Migos has 

been accused of being homophobic for their seeming disapproval of fellow rapper 

Makonnen’s coming out. Denying this accusation, Migos member Quavo, 

responded, “I got a record with Frank Ocean. That closes my case.”434 

However, Ocean’s presence has prompted some revision of the 

heteronormative and sometimes homophobic ordering structures of hip hop and 
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skateboarding. In his song ‘Bad Guy’ (2013), rapper Eminem discusses the effect his 

music and words can have on the public, and his fears that he has become the ‘bad 

guy’ and will be left behind.435 A fictional fan has come to exact revenge on Eminem 

for the harm he has caused his family through his flagrant use of homophobic 

language and a previous fictional conflict between Eminem and a fan from the song 

‘Stan’ (2000).436 The assailant avenges his brother and tells Eminem, “big bro this is 

for you / Slim this is for him / And Frank Ocean; oh, hope you can swim good / Now 

say you hate homos again.” In the last verse, Eminem seems to leave the fictional 

storyline and becomes self-reflexive, expressing regret for his homophobic past. He 

declares that it’s the “perfect time to have some remorse to show for your sin” and 

tells himself “I’m the bullies you hate that you became with every faggot you 

slaughtered.” ‘Stan’ appears to represent Eminem discovering how his words and 

actions affect the public. Meanwhile, its sequel ‘Bad Guy’ would seem to be his 

acknowledgement that the public he affects can affect him in return; and that he may 

be held accountable for the impact of his music.437 

Ocean inspires others reflexivity about heteronormative boundaries and 

behaviors in skateboarding culture. High profile skateboarder Evan Mock credits 

Ocean for “empowering him and his peers to buck feminine and masculine 

stereotypes.”438 Mock received a burst of notoriety outside skateboarding when 

Ocean shared a video of Mock skateboarding on Instagram. Mock, who was 

originally introduced to Ocean because the singer was a fan of Mock’s fuchsia pink 
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buzzcut, says “there are no boundaries now…You can do whatever the fuck you 

want!”439 Ocean’s close friend, frequent collaborator, and fellow queer skateboarding 

rapper, Tyler, The Creator could potentially be a significant influence. Tyler claims to 

have introduced a new black audience to the skateboarding brand Supreme in his 

early career and is now ideally placed to introduce queer people to skateboarding, 

and skateboarders to queer culture.440 

Tyler consistently aligns himself with skateboarding as he signals his 

queerness. Perhaps the feeling of being an outsider in the black community, his 

apparent femininity and interest in skateboarding, are also reflected in his feeling of 

being an outsider as queer. At his 2016 fashion show (in which his skateboarder-

models skated on a small ramp in the middle of the runway), Tyler discussed 

growing up as an inner-city black male with peers who perceived him as ‘feminine.’ 

He described an instance when an older man jeered him for wearing a pink hoodie 

(which happened to be made by the skateboarding brand Fucking Awesome): “See 

this kid right here wearing pink and shit, that’s not a real man.” Tyler ended the 

anecdote by saying that “I just hope that I inspire y’all niggas.”441 He seems to nod at 

his sexuality more directly in the song ‘My Ego’ (2016) that he wrote for and 

performed at the fashion show: “It ain’t no drugs on my bus, boy, my edges straighter 

 
439 Valenti. 
440 Peter Madsen, “Odd Future Wolf Gang Kill Them All,” Thrasher Magazine, accessed March 13, 
2021, /articles/music-interviews/odd-future-wolf-gang-kill-them-all/. 
441 OFWGKTA, GOLF Fashion Show 2016 (Tyler, The Creator), 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IrdzbRTk1n4&ab_channel=OFWGKTA. 
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than me.”442 After the release of Flower Boy (2017), audiences began to wonder if 

the album was his coming out.443  

Tracks like “Where This Flower Blooms” on Flower Boy offer vague allusions 

to femininity and feelings of difference: “tell these black kids they can be who they 

are / Dye your hair blue, shit, I’ll do it too / Look, I smell like Chanel / I never mall grip 

with my manicured nails.”444 Other lyrics in “I Ain’t Got Time”, such as “next line will 

have ‘em like ‘whoa’ / I’ve been kissing white boys since 2004”, remove the 

ambiguity.445 The song “Garden Shed” appears to be analogous to ‘being in the 

closet’; throughout the track Tyler expresses feelings of hiding and a fear of 

rejection:  

Garden shed, garden shed, garden shed, garden shed/For the garden/That is 

where I was hidin' / That was real love I was in / Ain’t no reason to pretend / 

Garden shed, garden shed, garden shed / Garden shed for the garçons / 

Them feelings that I was guardin’ / Heavy on my mind / All my friends lost / 

They couldn’t read the signs / I didn’t wanna talk and tell ‘em my location / 

And they ain’t wanna walk / Truth is, since a youth kid, thought it was a phase 

/ Thought it’d be like the phrase; ‘poof,’ gone / But, it’s still goin’ on.446 

 
442 This line is a reference to the ‘straight edge’ philosophy of clean living initiated by punk frontman 
and skateboarder Ian MacKaye, but also a play on words about his sexuality. Brian Cogan, The 
Encyclopedia of Punk (New York: Sterling, 2008), 317.Tyler, The Creator, My Ego, vol. GOLF 
Fashion Show, 2016, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-my-ego-lyrics. 
443 Benjamin Lee, “Is Tyler, the Creator Coming out as a Gay Man or Just a Queer-Baiting 
Provocateur?,” The Guardian, July 25, 2017, sec. Music, 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2017/jul/25/tyler-the-creator-flower-boy-gay-man-or-queer-
baiting-provocateur. 
444 This may be a reference to the Frank Ocean song “Chanel” about his bisexuality. Ocean is also a 
featured vocalist on this track. This phrase refers to a way of holding a skateboard that is frowned 
upon as indicative of being a ‘poser.’ Tyler, the Creator and Frank Ocean, Where This Flower Blooms 
(Ft. Frank Ocean), vol. Flower Boy, 2017, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-where-this-flower-
blooms-lyrics. 
445 Tyler, the Creator, I Ain’t Got Time!, vol. Flower Boy, 2017, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-i-
aint-got-time-lyrics. 
446 Tyler, the Creator and Estelle, Garden Shed (Ft. Estelle), vol. Flower Boy, 2017, 
https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-garden-shed-lyrics. 
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Notwithstanding these examples, uncertainty about Tyler’s sexuality endured and he 

was only tacitly accepted as queer. Odd Future humor, referred to above in the 

‘Oldie’ lyrics continue to raise doubts as to whether Tyler is actually queer, or 

whether he is engaged in an elaborate ‘trolling’ exercise or ‘queer-baiting’.447 The 

term queer-baiting refers to when content creators tease that a character or 

performer could be queer without confirming it in the hopes of appealing to queer 

audiences without alienating straight ones.448 

Tyler’s complex relationship with presenting queerness has tended to follow 

the motile approach, outlined above, which allows him to conjure plausible deniability 

if he feels threatened. He continuously bounces back and forth between saying he is 

“gay as fuck” and then outright denying that he is gay.449 This is complicated further 

by his previous propensity toward violent and homophobic language (like using the 

word faggot and expressing other anti-gay sentiments 213 times on his debut 

album). Yet, he would routinely post queer signaling comments on Twitter such as 

drawing a rainbow figure peering from behind a door asking “is it safe?”, or claiming 

that “I TRIED TO COME OUT THE DAMN CLOSET LIKE FOUR DAYS AGO AND 

NO ONE CARED HAHAHHAHAHA.”450 But because Tyler’s early work was so 

rooted in shock value, fictionalized personas, and dark humor, these seeming 

coming outs were hard to take seriously and left doubt in audiences minds as to 

whether or not he was just playing games. The lyric “how can I be homophobic when 

 
447 Lee, “Is Tyler, the Creator Coming out as a Gay Man or Just a Queer-Baiting Provocateur?” 
448 Chelsea Ritschel, “What Is Queer-Baiting and Why Do Celebrities Do It?,” The Independent, April 
9, 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/queerbaiting-lgbtq-ariana-grande-celebrities-james-
franco-jk-rowling-a8862351.html. 
449 Ernest Baker, “Two Insane Days on Tour With Tyler, the Creator,” Rolling Stone (blog), November 
23, 2015, https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/two-insane-days-on-tour-with-tyler-the-
creator-233121/. 
450 Tyler, The Creator, Twitter (blog), July 3, 2016, 
https://twitter.com/tylerthecreator/status/749813596088102912; Tyler, The Creator, Twitter (blog), 
April 12, 2015, https://twitter.com/tylerthecreator/status/587459235706900480. 
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my boyfriend’s a fag?”, for instance, would seem to be a joke more than a serious 

expression of homosexuality.451 The teasing uncertainty of Tyler’s sexuality 

paradoxically offers its own form of queerness in the label-less confusion it provokes. 

The ambiguity of Tyler’s queer identity is much more in line with the politics of 

confusion that undermines the alignment of the heterosexual matrix and Foucauldian 

perspective on liberation that I identified in the first chapter. Rather than liberating 

identities like lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender from oppression, Foucault 

understands liberation and empowerment to mean challenging the practice of 

labeling, categorizing, and essentializing desires altogether.  

While he has never “publicly named how he identifies,” Tyler’s most recent 

album, IGOR (2019), has been more generally received as queer.452 Two tracks on 

the album refer to explicitly male love interests and “the implication is clear — or at 

least clearly intended to allow for a queer interpretation” such as the blonde bowl-cut 

wig and pop color suits he dons that conjures images of Andy Warhol and his pop art 

portraits (Fig. 23).453 Interestingly, on the love song ‘I THINK’ on IGOR, Tyler mixes 

queer references with abrupt and seemingly unrelated references calling for the 

release of a long awaited fourth edition to the Skate videogame franchise.454 The 

combination of gay romance and skateboarding is best exemplified I the lines, “Man, 

I wish you would call me (Skate) / By your name ‘cause I’m sorry (Four).”455 The 

lyrics evoke the gay romance film Call Me By Your Name (Luca Guadagnino, 2017) 

 
451 Tyler, The Creator, FUCK IT, 2015, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-fuck-it-lyrics. 
452 Brandon Patterson, “On IGOR, Tyler, the Creator Offers a Necessary, Queer Perspective on Love 
and Heartbreak,” Medium, May 23, 2019, https://medium.com/@brandonepatterson/on-igor-tyler-the-
creator-offers-a-necessary-queer-perspective-on-love-and-heartbreak-3d0ca1355d14. 
453 Patterson; Danny Schwartz, “Tyler the Creator’s Surreal, Summery ‘IGOR,’” Rolling Stone (blog), 
May 20, 2019, https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-album-reviews/tyler-the-creator-igor-review-
837811/. 
454 Tyler, The Creator, I THINK, vol. IGOR, 2019, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-i-think-lyrics. 
455 Tyler, The Creator. 
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which Tyler has referred to several times in other singles such as ‘GELATO’ (2018) 

and ‘OKRA’ (2018) in which he tells the star actor of the film “Tim Chalamet to come 

get at me.”456 In “I THINK”, Tyler echoes “Skate” and “Four” at the end of every 

alternating line, which many listeners have interpreted to be an indication that the 

skateboarding game Skate 4 was in the works and Tyler may have been involved.457 

The clear references to skateboarding alongside shout outs to queer influences 

make it no surprise that IGOR was written produced with the help of his friend and 

fellow skateboarding and queer artist Frank Ocean.458 

 

Figure 23 Tyler, the Creator evokes Andy Warhol for his album IGOR (2019) 

By embracing an approach centered on investigating how local interactions 

build up to affect global ordering, the significance, influence, and involvement of 

queer culture is represented as more than marginalized or victimized. A perspective 

 
456 Tyler, The Creator, GELATO, 2018, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-gelato-lyrics; Tyler, The 
Creator, OKRA, 2018, https://genius.com/Tyler-the-creator-okra-lyrics. 
457 It was announced at EA Play 2020 that Skate 4 was in development and would be released at a 
later date to be determined, but Tyler’s involvement (if any) is still unknown. Stacey Henley, “Skate 4: 
Everything We Know so Far,” PC Gamer (blog), January 26, 2021, https://www.pcgamer.com/skate-4-
pc-release-date/.  
458 El Hunt, “The Hidden Symbols in Tyler, The Creator’s ‘Igor,’” NME (blog), May 24, 2019, 
https://www.nme.com/blogs/nme-blogs/hidden-symbols-tyler-creators-igor-2492005. 
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based in “messiness invites researchers to embrace the interconnections, 

inconsistencies, and entanglements of qualitative analysis” and directs attention to 

the multiplicity of experiences of queerness in hip hop and skateboarding.459 As 

such, I hesitate to present queerness in these cultures only as an outlier, novelty, or 

anomalous intervention; rather it is an active and important actor that contributes the 

production of the networks in which queer actors participate. The usefulness of ANT 

conceptualizations of agency and translation to research on subjects like “black and 

brown queer commons” is that they do “not require everyone to draw upon the same 

history, identity, desires, but asks only for a willingness to be changed by the 

encounter with one another.”460  

 

Punk 
 

The connections between skateboarding and punk rock are evident to members of 

both scenes. Indeed, there is an overlapping field between them known as skate 

punk or skate rock. Konstantin Butz makes this point in Grinding California: Culture 

and Corporeality in American Skate Punk (2012). Butz cites the liner notes of an 

album by the skate punk band Los Olvidados that read, “It is no surprise that every 

kid with a skateboard got into punk rock … Pure adrenaline (well, almost pure) pure 

motives, pure fun! … Anyone could do it, and everyone did.”461 However, Butz notes, 

not ‘anyone and everyone’ was participating. Skate punk, much like skateboarding 

and punk respectively, was predominately represented by straight white men. 

“Rather than being pure in the sense of an uncorrupted activity of youthful 

 
459 Love, “A Ratchet Lens,” 541. 
460 Nyong’o, “Queer Hip Hop and Its Dark Precursors,” 146. 
461 Konstantin Butz, Grinding California: Culture and Corporeality in American Skate Punk (Bielefeld, 
DE: transcript Verlag, 2012), 265. 
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innocence”, Butz continues, “the pureness that the liner notes praise seems to 

exemplify a homogeneity which invalidates the claim of being open to ‘everyone.’”462 

Nevertheless, I argue that a queer undercurrent persists within these largely 

heteronormative groups such as the Big Boys in the 1980s and contemporary punk 

band Twompsax lead by trans skateboarder Cher Strauberry.  

Observing the overlap between punk and queer cultures, Nyong’o contends 

that “the antisociality of punk subculture, while not identical to the antisociality of 

deviant sexuality … emerged within a context in which queer and punk affect were 

continuously and productively confused and conflated by both outsiders and 

participants.”463 Mark Fenster echoes this assertion that “punk sexuality could be 

quite ambiguous.”464 Elaborating, Fenster explains that punk fashion borrowed from 

fetishes like bondage and leather, and played with sexual roles and politics to 

challenge norms.465 To explain the disconnect between groups that, upon closer 

inspection, would appear deeply connected, Nyong’o appeals to “the ‘frozen 

dialectic’ between black and white culture that Dick Hebdige famously noticed in 

British punk.” Nyong’o adds that “there is also a less frequently noticed but equally 

furtive set of transactions between queer and punk that is hidden … in plain sight.”466 

These ‘transactions’ connect disparate queer individuals and group identities, 

generating a sense of belonging and transforming heteronormative spaces into 

 
462 Butz, 265. 
463 T. Nyong’o, “Do You Want Queer Theory (or Do You Want the Truth)? Intersections of Punk and 
Queer in the 1970s,” Radical History Review, no. 100 (January 1, 2008): 107, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/01636545-2007-024. 
464 Mark Fenster, “Queer Punk Fanzines: Identity, Community, and The Articulation of Homosexuality 
and Hardcore,” Journal of Communication Inquiry 17, no. 1 (January 1, 1993): 75, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/019685999301700105. 
465 Fenster, 75. 
466 Nyong’o, “Do You Want Queer Theory (or Do You Want the Truth)?,” 107. 
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concurrently queer formations and ultimately leading to the rethinking and reordering 

of queerness in society. 

 Fenster cites the letters section of the zine Homocore which allowed queer 

punks to find each other and construct a group identity.467 The zine became “a focal 

point for a dispersed community” whose “letters often begin with the problems of the 

local” as the letter-writers struggled with a sense of isolation of feeling too gay for the 

punk scenes and too punk for the gay scenes.468 ANT considers scale from the 

perspective of local connections converging into networks and in some cases global 

ordering systems that similarly feedback into local interactions. In my view, ANT 

accounts of scale provide useful insights into the initiation and consolidation of queer 

and punk communities. Through the letters section of Homocore, queer punks were 

able to find and communicate with one another and form a (national) community.469 

Furthermore, Homocore directed its readers to other queercore publications like 

J.D.s or Sister Nobody and helped erase feelings of isolation.470 Within just seven 

issues, Homocore created a “locally dispersed community” among queer punks, a 

community that bore the hallmarks of an actor-network.471 Fenster credits this to the 

way “they demonstrate the building of alliances among individuals and groups in 

relatively dominated social positions through engagement in popular cultural 

practices.”472 He identifies this mode of “having something in ‘common’” as a key 

factor in producing alliances.473 Queercore had sexuality and musical tastes in 

common, and I suggest that skateboarding and queerness have punk in common. 

 
467 Fenster, “Queer Punk Fanzines,” 89. 
468 Fenster, 79–80. 
469 Fenster, 82. 
470 Fenster, 83. 
471 Fenster, 89. 
472 Fenster, 88. 
473 Fenster, 89. 
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 A key example of this is Vaginal Davis, who is one of the most famed and 

prolific queercore zine creators / contributors. Davis is ‘shared’ by skateboarders and 

queers working as an intermediary. Davis created the Fertile LaToyah Jackson video 

zine and named after its skateboarding drag queen protagonist. Her involvement in 

the queer punk zine community led to her happenstance appearance in a Big 

Brother skateboarding magazine article that mockingly covered a queer panel at a 

zine convention.474 In one edition of J.D.s, Davis produced a satirical diagram that 

playfully purported to reveal the ‘true’ sexuality of “various historically important 

musicians from the early-eighties L.A. punk scene” (Fig. 24), calling into question the 

very idea of ‘true’ sexuality.475 Fenster described the work as “a campy, tongue-in-

cheek” attempt to “re-discover and reconstruct punk’s past,” while at the same time 

being “a quite serious re-articulation of a lost past for a present definition of punk for 

queer readers and fans.”476 Another of Davis’ playful reclamations of an alternative 

queer punk past is Black Fag, a gay parody tribute band to the prominent hardcore 

punk band Black Flag.  

 
474 Sean Cliver and Dave Carnie, eds., Shit: The Big Brother Book (Berkeley, CA: Gingko Press, 
2016). 
475 Fenster, “Queer Punk Fanzines,” 85; GB Jones and Bruce La Bruce, “J.D.s #7,” 1990, 
https://archive.qzap.org/index.php/Detail/Object/Show/object_id/402. 
476 Fenster, “Queer Punk Fanzines,” 85. 
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Figure 24 “First Punk Bands” diagram by Vaginal Davis ironically claiming to identify the 'true' sexualities of 
important punk figures. This image exemplifies the network dynamics of queerness and the way relationality has 
been used by queer figures to interpret and recover queer narratives within predominantly heteronormative 
histories. Also note the bottom right image of Darby Crash the singer for the Germs holding a skateboard. Crash 
was rumored to have been gay and since his suicide (some have speculated Crash felt he could not live as a 

closeted queer punk) has become mythologized as a queer punk icon.477 

 
477 José Esteban Muñoz, “‘Gimme Gimme This... Gimme Gimme That’: Annihilation and Innovation in 
the Punk Rock Commons,” Social Text 31, no. 3 (116) (September 1, 2013): 95–110, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-2152855. 
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Figure 25 A page from J.D.s #7 (1990) asserting that "all punks are gay." The page also features an illustration of 
a punk skater-girl by GB Jones 

Black Flag is an important band in both punk and skateboarding. The band 

was popular with skaters, and frequently provided soundtracks to skate videos; it 

also produced their own skateboards which they sold through the iconic Rip City 
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Skate Shop.478 The title of their song ‘My War’ (1984) has been borrowed by the 

online Thrasher video series of the same name that follows skateboarders as they 

‘battle’ for tough tricks. The most notable vocalist of the band’s rotating line-up, 

Henry Rollins, was also a skateboarder. His endorsement “yeah, I ride ‘em,” and 

photographs of him skateboarding were used in an Independent Trucks 

advertisement and he was featured in Thrasher skateboarding magazine (Fig. 26).479 

Further cementing the relationship between Black Flag and skateboarding, 

professional skateboarder Mike Vallely has taken over the vocals since Rollins’ 

retirement from the band.480 Similarly, Rollins is also an important connection 

between punk and queer culture. He is a friend of, and collaborator with, RuPaul, 

one of the most famous and commercially successful drag queens. Prior to RuPaul’s 

mainstream success with RuPaul’s Drag Race, Rollins and RuPaul recorded a 

kitschy duet, covering ‘Funkytown’ (1979) by Lipps Inc in the 1990s.481 Rollins has 

also appeared as a guest judge on Drag Race and Dragula. In both shows he 

evaluated the queens’ live rock performances.482  

 
478 Dave Naz, The Story of the Black Flag Skateboard, 2012, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iy2yGi45Hmw&ab_channel=DaveNaz. 
479 “Henry Rollins Independent Ad,” Thrasher, August 1982, /articles/magazine/august-
1982/?tmpl=component. 
480 Kory Grow, “Black Flag Have a New Frontman,” Rolling Stone (blog), January 30, 2014, 
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/black-flag-returning-more-cohesive-with-new-
frontman-193281/. 
481 Episode 32: Abandoning We For I With Henry Rollins, What’s the Tee?, 2015, 
https://soundcloud.com/rupaul/episode-32-abondoning-we-for-i-with-henry-rollins. 
482 Bob McKinnon, “Rocker Chick,” RuPaul’s Drag Race, 2010, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1615955/; 
Nathan Noyes and Michael Varrati, “Drag Monsters of Rock,” Dragula (OUTtv Network, September 6, 
2019). 
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Figure 26 Henry Rollins Independent Trucks advertisement in Thrasher 

Rollins’ allyship and connection to queer culture has led to speculation about 

his sexuality. After the murder of his close friend Joe Cole in their shared home483, 

rumors circulated that Rollins had murdered Cole to prevent the revelation of his 

sexuality. Rollins’ public image has also been queered in more light-hearted ways by 

a graphic novel series published intermittently from 2010 onwards titled Henry & 

Glenn Forever / Henry & Glenn Forever & Ever (Fig. 27).484 In the series, Rollins and 

another hardcore punk, frontman Glenn Danzig, are reimagined as a gay couple. 

Rollins called it “one of [his] favorite uses of satire.”485 The series pokes fun at the 

 
483 Cole’s death shook the punk community and prompted Sonic Youth to write the song “100%” in 
dedication to Cole. The song’s accompanying music video alluded to the murder as it followed two 
skateboarding friends until the point of one’s death. The video was co-directed by and starred then 
skateboarder and skateboarding videographer Spike Jonze, whose filming style prompted Moore to 
take up skateboarding. 
484 One of the first photos Brian Anderson posted with his partner after coming out, calls attention to 
his husband’s Henry & Glenn Forever shirt as they travel to the queer resort on Fire Island, New York. 
Tom Neely, Henry & Glenn Forever (Portland, OR: Microcosm, 2010). 
485 Henry Rollins, “Henry Rollins: Satire in the Crosshairs,” LA Weekly, January 22, 2015, 
https://www.laweekly.com/henry-rollins-satire-in-the-crosshairs/. 
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heteronormative machismo of punk as portrayed through these two icons. The 

comics’ creator Tom Neely said that Rollins and Danzig’s “macho attitudes, body 

building, and outspoken personalities gave us a lot to work with…their public 

personas are a bit cartoonish, which makes them easy targets.”486 The members of 

Black Fag similarly evaluated Rollins and the rest of his bandmates in Black Flag. 

 

Figure 27 The cover of Henry & Glenn Forever 

 
486 Lina Lecaro, “‘Henry & Glenn Forever’ Art Show: How Did Rollins and Danzig React to the Gay 
Fantasy Comic?,” LA Weekly, February 21, 2011, https://www.laweekly.com/henry-art-show-how-did-
rollins-and-danzig-react-to-the-gay-fantasy-comic/. 
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The original members of Black Flag were cisgender, heterosexual men with a 

hypermasculine image that characterized much of the hardcore scene. However, 

Black Fag’s singer Liberace Morris:  

realized that simply by lisping the lyrics it completely changed the context of 

all the songs and turned the entire image of Black Flag on its head. All of 

those lyrics about depression and anger and frustration suddenly become 

whines of utter bitchiness.487 

The band combined their campy take on the vocals with flamboyant costumes and 

satirical alterations to lyrics including parodying ‘My War’ as ‘My Wardrobe.’ 

However, the band’s reliance on gay stereotypes has been critically interpreted as 

reinforcing negative images of gay men. Depending on the perspective of the 

audience, the queer band may be making light of superficial stereotypes such as 

lisps and fashion consciousness in a way that usurps the power of generalizations 

and spotlights the queerness implicit in macho hardcore punk. Alternatively, they 

may be contributing to those inaccurate generalizations of gay culture that many 

punk fans allegedly believe. Discussing their performance style, the band insisted 

that notwithstanding their politically incorrect name and frequent use of stereotypes, 

“we at least try to make it clear that our hearts are in the right place.”488 Of course, 

independent of the band’s own actions and intentions, audience reactions to Black 

Fag similarly demonstrate varied possibilities of engagement with heteronormativity. 

 
487 Aleks Eror, “Meet Black Fag, the Gay Black Flag Tribute Band,” Vice, November 28, 2012, 
https://www.vice.com/en/article/643vgr/meet-black-fg-the-gay-black-flag-tribute-band. 
488 Eror. 



178 
 

 When asked how hardcore and Black Flag fans had received the band, 

Liberace Morris highlighted the variety of reactions, the ambiguity of punk support, 

and the joy in subverting heteronormativity in the face of conformity:   

Most of the purists love us … We have had a few people at shows spit at us 

and call us names and throw beer at us, but with punk rock it’s sometimes 

hard to tell if that’s a sign of aggression or affection ... Our audiences are 

overwhelmingly gay positive, and the few homophobes that end up at our 

shows always leave angry. When we hear some douchebag yell out ‘You’re 

ruining Black Flag!’ it’s the most wonderful sensation.489 

Even those who are parodied and those who have their masculinity and sexuality 

flipped appear to encourage Black Fag. Former Black Flag members Keith Morris, 

Chuck Dukowski, and Ron Reyes have all supported the satire-tribute act. Keith 

Morris complimented Black Fag’s album calling it “awesome / hilarious”, Dukowski 

played a show with them, while Reyes told the band “if Black Flag had as much fun 

with the songs as [Black Fag] he never would’ve left the band.” Rollins, however, 

declined the offer to perform with Black Fag.490  

 Like Davis and Black Fag, other queer artists have been reimagining cis-het 

male music in a way that connects skateboarding and queer culture through punk 

with the song ‘Androgynous.’ Originally written and performed by the punk group The 

Replacements, ‘Androgynous’ (1984) is a forward-thinking love song about a gender-

bending couple: 

 
489 Eror. 
490 Eror. 



179 
 

“Here comes Dick, he’s wearing a skirt 

Here comes Jane, you know she’s sporting a chain 

Same hair, revolution 

Same build, evolution 

Tomorrow who’s gonna fuss 

 

And they love each other so 

Androgynous 

Closer than you know, love each other so 

Androgynous 

 

Don’t get him wrong and don’t get him mad 

He might be a father, but he sure ain’t a dad 

And she don’t need advice that is sent to her 

She’s happy with the way she looks 

She’s happy with her gender 

 

And they love each other so 

Androgynous 

Closer than you know, love each other so 

Androgynous 

 

Mirror image, see no damage 

See no evil at all 

Kewpie dolls and urine stalls 
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Will be laughed at 

The way you’re laughed at now 

 

Now, something meets boy, and something meets girl 

They both look the same 

They’re overjoyed in this world 

Same hair, revolution 

Unisex, evolution 

Tomorrow who’s gonna fuss 

 

And tomorrow Dick is wearing pants 

Tomorrow Janie's wearing a dress 

Future outcasts and they don't last 

And, today, the people dress the way that they please 

The way they tried to do in the last centuries 

 

And they love each other so 

Androgynous 

Closer than we know, love each other so 

Androgynous 

At the end of the track, writer and vocalist Paul Westerberg can be heard whispering 

“Jefferson’s Cock,” the name of his side-project band that performed in dresses, 

makeup, and combat boots as inspired by earlier punk musicians the New York Dolls 
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and Johnny Thunders.491 Other than these bouts of crossdressing for the stage, 

there was nothing queer about the band that wrote this queer anthem. However, 

queer artists eventually retold the story from their own perspectives.  

I recognize ‘Androgynous’ as a queer carrier object transported between The 

Replacements in 1984, The Crash Test Dummies in 1991, Joan Jett in 2006, Miley 

Cyrus in 2015, and Ezra Furman in 2016; it operates as a furtive transaction of the 

type Nyong’o described as crossing between the punk and the queer. It is an 

intermediary between cis-het men and trans and queer identifying women. Though 

Jett has never officially labelled her sexuality, she is widely perceived as queer and 

treated as a queer icon.492 Reflecting on the apparent ambiguity, Jett said that “I 

could see from the way [interviewers] asked the questions that if I answered this 

stuff, that was all they were going to write about.” Jett disparages the expectation to 

“declare” one’s sexuality and prefers to make allusions in her music: “I write who I 

am in the lyrics, so don’t be lazy—read the lyrics and figure it out for yourself.”493 

One review of Jett’s 2018 biopic Bad Reputation suggests that her “sexuality isn’t 

relegated to its own very special narrative segment, and that’s because it’s 

everywhere.”494 The same could be argued of her career—Jett has also given her 

 
491 Todd McGovern, “I WAS A ROADIE FOR THE REPLACEMENTS AND LIVED TO TELL THE 
TALE: BILL SULLIVAN ON HIS BOOK, ‘LEMON JAIL,’” PleaseKillMe, September 17, 2018, 
https://pleasekillme.com/replacements-lemon-jail/; “Jefferson’s Cock: This Rarely Discussed 
Replacements Side Project Was Fronted by Their Roadie,” DangerousMinds, April 20, 2018, 
https://dangerousminds.net/comments/jeffersons_cock_this_rarely_discussed_replacements_side_pr
oject_was_fronted. 
492 Gina Vivinetto, “18 Stars Who Prove Queer People Can Rock,” Advocate, March 25, 2015, 
http://www.advocate.com/arts-entertainment/music/2015/03/25/18-stars-who-prove-queer-people-
can-rock; Karen Corday, “The Tragic Real-Life Story Of Joan Jett,” Grunge.com, July 21, 2020, 
https://www.grunge.com/228631/the-tragic-real-life-story-of-joan-jett/. 
493 Melena Ryzik, “Joan Jett: ‘My Lot in Life Is to Battle,’” The New York Times, September 27, 2018, 
sec. Movies, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/27/movies/joan-jett-bad-reputation-documentary.html; 
Trish Bendix, “Why Is Joan Jett’s ‘Bad Reputation’ Playing Outfest When She’s Not Out?,” INTO, July 
18, 2018, https://www.intomore.com/culture/why-is-joan-jetts-bad-reputation-playing-outfest-when-
shes-not-out/. 
494 Fonseca, “‘Bad Reputation’ Review: Joan Jett’s Sexuality Is Everywhere in Her New 
Documentary,” Autostraddle (blog), January 29, 2018, https://www.autostraddle.com/joan-jett-jets-off-
in-a-new-documentary-409308/. 
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sexuality a diffuse prominence in other dimensions of her career. Other pieces of 

evidence, however, provide clearer statements of Jett’s queerness. The feature film 

The Runaways (2010), with which Jett was closely involved, includes a sexual scene 

between the characters of Jett and bandmate Cherie Currie. Currie discusses her 

sexual relationship with Jett in her memoir, and Lita Ford, another former bandmate 

admits that she left the band because “they were gay and I wasn’t.”495 Jett seems to 

interpret ‘Androgynous’ as an allegory to her own queer punk life in her 2007 music 

video for her 2006 cover. 

In the video Jett tells the story of Jane, an adolescent girl with a queer coded 

shag haircut and punk attire (much like Jett’s signature look), and her flamboyant 

boyfriend Dick to a group of young children in a library reading session.496 A 

skateboard cuts across the foreground as the couple is introduced on screen, 

perhaps to set the era as the late 1960s / early 1970s. When Jane’s abusive father 

appears in the story, viewers see Duane Peters, professional skateboarder and lead 

singer of the punk group U.S. Bombs in a cameo role. Peters had worked as a 

roadie on Jett’s 1994 tour and forged enough of a connection with the singer to 

influence this video.497 As the story progresses, Dick and Jane—a play on the 

canonical heteronormative nuclear family of the children’s books—are revealed to be 

the songwriter and storyteller of the video. The role of the contemporary Dick is 

portrayed by co-founder of the punk band X, John Doe.498 Doe offers another 

 
495 Bendix, “Why Is Joan Jett’s ‘Bad Reputation’ Playing Outfest When She’s Not Out?” 
496 Joan Jett and the Blackhearts, Androgynous - 2007, 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7dFu727az3o&ab_channel=JoanJettandtheBlackhearts. 
497 “DUANE PETERS PUNK ROCK SKATE VINTAGE JOAN JETT & THE BLACK HEARTS TOUR T-
SHIRT,” eBay, accessed March 19, 2021, https://www.ebay.com/itm/DUANE-PETERS-PUNK-ROCK-
SKATE-VINTAGE-JOAN-JETT-THE-BLACK-HEARTS-TOUR-T-SHIRT-/273509091091. 
498 Despite Doe’s involvement in this queer-friendly work, one of X’s most famous songs ‘Los Angeles’ 
“narrates the story of a white female protagonist who had to leave Los Angeles because she started 
to hate ‘every nigger and Jew, every Mexican who gave her a lot of shit, every homosexual and the 
idle rich’” that led listeners to question whether the song represented the band’s politics or if it was a 
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connection between this queer punk song and skateboarding in the form of his 

relationship with Tony Hawk. X is one of Hawk’s favorite bands and performed at his 

surprise 50th birthday party.499 Hawk, as well as Rollins and punk-influenced, 

skateboarding street artist Shepard Fairey each contributed chapters to Doe’s book 

More Fun in the New World: The Unmaking and Legacy of L.A. Punk (2018), which 

explains the impact punk had on other communities.500 

‘Androgynous’ was picked also up by Miley Cyrus in 2015 who invited Jett and 

trans frontwoman Laura Jane Grace (from the punk band Against Me!), to perform it 

with her for the launch of her non-profit The Happy Hippie Foundation that assists 

“homeless youth, LGBT youth, and other vulnerable populations.”501 Grace came out 

as trans in 2012 and Cyrus identifies as genderfluid and pansexual.502 The song 

resonates with Cyrus as it evokes representations of queerness in heterosexual 

couples that are not necessarily heteronormative. Cyrus faced issues of queer 

erasure when she was married to a man. Instead of viewing her marriage as 

assimilation to heteronormative expectations and institutions, Cyrus believes “we’re 

redefining, to be fucking frank, what it looks like for someone that’s a queer person 

like myself to be in a hetero relationship. A big part of my pride and my identity is 

being a queer person.”503 For Cyrus, the sex or gender of her partner is irrelevant. 

 
hypothetical account or critique of the “standard tale of white flight from the multiethnic metropolis.” 
José Esteban Muñoz, “‘The White to Be Angry’: Vaginal Davis’s Terrorist Drag,” Social Text, no. 
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499 Dave Swift, “LONG LIVE LIVE: TONY HAWK’S 50TH BIRTHDAY PARTY,” The Berrics, May 14, 
2018, https://theberrics.com/long-live-tony-hawk. 
500 Chris Willman, “John Doe and Friends Explore the Decline of L.A. Punk Civilization in ‘More Fun’ 
Book,” Variety (blog), June 10, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/music/news/more-fun-in-new-world-
book-punk-john-doe-1203237561/. 
501 Miley Cyrus, Happy Hippie Presents: Miley Cyrus, Joan Jett & Laura Jane Grace - Androgynous, 
2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZR6mM_zfxwE&ab_channel=MileyCyrusVEVO. 
502 Erika W. Smith, “Miley Cyrus’ Marriage To Liam Hemsworth Does Not Change Her Queer Identity,” 
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liam-hemsworth; “For Laura Jane Grace, Punk Was A Form Of Armor,” NPR.Org, April 4, 2017, 
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503 Smith, “Miley Cyrus’ Marriage To Liam Hemsworth Does Not Change Her Queer Identity.” 



184 
 

She preaches that “people fall in love with people, not gender, not looks, not 

whatever. What I’m in love with … has nothing to do with sexuality.”504 Cyrus has 

been using her position as pop star to promote feminism, queerness, and inclusivity. 

Her politics are perhaps most evident in the statement-making music video for 

‘Mother’s Daughter’ (2019).505 

‘Mother’s Daughter’ features a collection of women and queer people “who 

are creating space within their communities for marginalized groups, or people 

experiencing any kind of oppression.”506 The featured subjects included activists, 

models, dancers, mothers, and professional skateboarder Leo Baker.507 Standing 

stoically with a skateboard, Baker wears a simple white t-shirt with the words “they / 

them” written under the collar (Fig. 28).508 Baker added the pronouns just before 

filming commenced and the words quickly initiated a conversation among those 

familiar with Baker about “the spectrum of gender identity.”509 This is an important 

conversation that could change interactions within skateboarding. As Baker notes, 

“people just assume she / her” in the skate industry and “I don't think a lot of people 

are even aware of asking what someone's pronouns are.”510 This, insists Baker, is 

the importance of representation “because skateboarding is so mainstream, and it’s 

so male-dominated, that I don’t think those ideas even come out in those spaces 

 
504 Smith. 
505 Miley Cyrus, Miley Cyrus - Mother’s Daughter (Official Video), 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7T2RonyJ_Ts&ab_channel=MileyCyrusVEVO. 
506 Anna Grace Lee, “Lacey Baker on the X Games, Miley Cyrus and Representation,” PAPER, 
August 1, 2019, https://www.papermag.com/lacey-baker-x-games-miley-cyrus-2639566153.html. 
507 Erica Gonzales, “Who’s Who in Miley Cyrus’s ‘Mother’s Daughter’ Music Video,” Harper’s 
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unless a queer person brings them to the table.”511 Baker says their ultimate goal is 

to “broaden the horizons for more queer folks to step on skateboards” and while 

“being marginalized creates a lot more hurdles and struggles to make it far … it's 

important to show that it is possible.”512  

 

Figure 28 Leo Baker in Miley Cyrus' 'Mother's Daughter' video (2019) 

This sort of visibility and recognition between marginalized individuals across 

genres, scenes, and practices builds a wider community and group identity. Just as a 

zine like “Homocore … can tie together a widely dispersed and different group of 

people with similar musical interests and sexualities,” so too music videos like 

‘Androgynous’ and ‘Mothers’ Daughter’ bring together punks, skateboarders, and 

queers.513 Sharing their unique performance of queerness and punk-ness, these 

queer intermediary artefacts produce ordering effects “in the ongoing struggle by 

 
511 Lee. 
512 Lee. 
513 Fenster, “Queer Punk Fanzines,” 82. 
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groups in relatively dominated positions to contest and re-configure their positions in 

social space and to enhance their possibilities to engage in cultural practice.”514 I 

share Nyong’o’s qualification in his study of queer punk that he is “not seeking to 

prove or disprove that 1970s punk was gay … my principal interest has been in the 

transmission of affect … through the paraphernalia and symbols of various queer 

subcultures.”515 I am not trying to designate skateboarding (or any of these other 

groups) as definitively heteronormative or queer. My intention is to trace the queer 

connections that outline a network which challenges and offers an alternative to the 

dominant heteronormative assumptions of these groups. In this way, I seek to make 

predominantly heteronormative spaces more accessible by illuminating the queer 

networks within them. 

 

Art 
 

When following the queer connections built into skateboarding, particularly through 

relations with other groups like hip hop, and punk, art is often a connecting force 

between these combined networks. In this section I focus on the queer network 

established within skateboarding by street art and graffiti, but also demonstrate how 

skateboarding, hip hop, punk, art, and queerness are all connected to one another. 

Visual art is an integral part of skateboarding. Board graphics, skateboarding themed 

or sponsored exhibitions or gallery events, professional skateboarders who are also 

visual artists including Chad Muska, Steve Olson, Andy Howell, Leo Baker, Alexis 

Sablone, and Nora Vasconcellos are all evidence of the inextricable relationship. 

Likewise, many notable artists are skateboarders including members of the Beautiful 

 
514 Fenster, 89. 
515 Nyong’o, “Do You Want Queer Theory (or Do You Want the Truth)?,” 114. 
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Losers art collective such as Mike Mills, Shepard Fairey, and Stephen Powers (Fig. 

29).516 

 

Figure 29 A 2018 painting by Stephen Powers depicting black marks left behind by skateboard wheels on a 
roadblock. Art historian and skateboarder Ted Barrow interprets this work from an implicit ANT perspective. 
Barrow suggests the marks, roadblock, skateboards, and skateboarders are all the artists friends and that the 
traces left by skateboarders such as these wheel marks help Powers identify his community.517 

Some skateboarders liken skateboarding to an artform more so than a 

sport.518 Professional skateboarder Christian Hosoi considers art “a huge part of our 

culture.” Art, he explains, is much deeper than board graphics, it “really represents 

who we are.”519 In particular, skateboarding has an affinity toward pop art, street art, 

and graffiti due to their shared use of public spaces as a creative medium.520 In a 

 
516 “There’s A Place For All My Friends by Steve Powers Editioned Artwork,” Art Collectorz, accessed 
March 25, 2021, http://www.artcollectorz.com/artworks/artwork-
detail?artwork_id=18013&edition_id=23093. 
517 Ted Barrow, “Anything at All.” 
518 Long Live Southbank, Arto Saari x Southbank, 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7jje_ribNs&ab_channel=LongLiveSouthbank. 
519 Nine Club Highlights, Original Keith Haring Art Drawn On Christian Hosoi’s Board!, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPQcpFjuhBU&ab_channel=NineClubHighlights. 
520Street art tends to refer more to murals or images that use “the street as an artistic resource” while 

graffiti typically refers to ‘tags’ of a graffiti writer’s chosen name “done in a distinctive style that 

originated in New York City in the 1970s and 1980s, and it is created with a distinctive attitude or 

intention.” As such, “street art and graffiti are different arts that sometimes meet in a single work” but 
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scene from Streetstyle in Tempe (1986), which documents the transition from vertical 

skateboarding (pools, bowls, and ramps) skateboarding to street skateboarding, 

skateboarder Neil Blender steps off his board in the middle of a contest, pulls a can 

of spray paint from his pocket and ‘throws up’ (quickly paints) a cartoon face on one 

of the obstacles.521 Likewise, the Venice Pavilion in Venice Beach, California, was a 

“notorious intersection between graffiti and skating” until its destruction in 2000 under 

a city ordinance. It was temporarily recreated in 2018 by some of the original artists 

for an Adidas Skateboarding event with the Beyond the Streets art organization.522 

Skateboarding and street art/graffiti became so intertwined that the latter has 

become an attraction of the X Games and is part of the competition courses (Fig. 

30).523 This highly commercialized relationship constitutes a paradoxical display of 

constructed authenticity. The incorporation of replicas of urban settings in such a 

commodified venue arguably stifles the authenticity of street art and skateboarding 

that is typically unsanctioned. Yet, it represents that a major corporation like ESPN 

views incorporating street art into their skateboarding events as a necessary step to 

display some cultural capital.524 Some scholars discuss skateboarding and street 

 
“there is no essential connection between the two.” However, it is important to clarify that “graffiti 

culture was the driving force behind the development of street art. But this strong historical connection 

does not imply a connection in essence.” Nicholas Aldenn Riggle, “Street Art: The Transfiguration of 
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252–53, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6245.2010.01416.x. 
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art/graffiti together when considering the implications for subcultural careers or 

placemaking.525 However, street art and graffiti also have strong ties to punk, hip 

hop, and queer culture, bringing together all of the groups examined in this work.  

 

Figure 30 X Games 2012 Street Course design features lockers, graffiti, picnic table, and basketball hoop. The 
faux replica of a schoolyard provides a paradoxical authenticity to popular street skateboarding venues. 

Placemaking is an important concept in the study of activities like graffiti, 

street art, and skateboarding. It refers to “the way in which all human beings 

transform the places they find themselves into the places where they live.”526 It 

consists of individual and community acts of performing in, transforming, preserving, 

and personalizing the places in which they exist to make them representations of 

their lifestyles.527 In short, it is “the way we humanize space.”528 The process of 

 
525 Gregory J. Snyder, “Deviance as Career Opportunity: The Case of Graffiti and Skateboarding,” in 
Routledge Handbook on Deviance, ed. Stephen E. Brown and Ophir Sefiha (Routledge, 2017); Ong, 
“The Path Is Place.” 
526 Lynda H. Schneekloth and Robert G. Shibley, Placemaking: The Art and Practice of Building 
Communities (Wiley, 1995). 
527 Schneekloth and Shibley. 
528 Dominique Hes and Cristina Hernandez-Santin, Placemaking Fundamentals for the Built 
Environment (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 2. 
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placemaking is also a political contest for claims to a place and in some instances 

the ability to occupy public space.529 Graffiti and street artists, as well as 

skateboarders perform, imprint, or stamp their interpretations of public space and 

representations of their individual and community beliefs/politics in the form of tags, 

murals, and skid marks. Through their acts and traces artists and skateboarders 

stake their claim to space. This is particularly important for queer communities that 

have been expected to make themselves invisible. 

Beginning with the “xerography” art of zine making and do-it-yourself 

postering / flyering, punk’s public imagery evolved to include graffiti.530 For punks, 

“street art such as graffiti and fliers were a means of infiltrating public consciousness, 

establishing a temporary free zone, decolonizing or reclaiming public space, and 

creating an avenue for expression when major media was off-limits.”531 Afrika 

Bambaataa, one of hip hop’s founders and original spokespersons, identifies graffiti 

as a fundamental ‘element’ or ‘pillar’ of hip hop culture along with deejaying, 

emceeing, and break dancing.532 These four elements are also depicted in the film 

Wild Style (1982), which stars many of the influential DJs, MCs, b-boys, and graffiti 

artists of the day, and which helped popularize the ‘four elements’ interpretation of 

hip hop.533 However, some graffiti artists reject the idea of a homogenized graffiti 

culture grounded in hip hop, arguing that graffiti pre-dates hip hop.534 To this point, 

much of the earliest scholarly investigation of graffiti dealt with its taboo, and often 
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queer, themes. Ross and colleagues identify a “longstanding resistance to graffiti 

scholarship” stemming from “graffiti’s pre-spray-can porno-graphic or scatological 

content.”535 The explicit “sexuality—'deviant,’ queer, or otherwise … tainted the 

acceptance of graffiti scholarship because of its associations with dirt, defecation, 

fringe concerns, and marginalized individuals.”536 More specifically, art collectives 

like Gran Fury that operated through the AIDS initiative ACT UP used street art to 

publicly protest and campaign for HIV/AIDS awareness, education, and support (Fig. 

31).537 Gran Fury used art to give ACT UP an aesthetic identity and more visually 

appealing tools to express difficult messages about a subject as taboo as 

HIV/AIDS.538 Further, the use of public art was a conscious choice by Gran Fury “not 

to sequester ourselves within the art world, removed from a broader public.”539 

Instead, the activists “tried to insert our message seamlessly into those spaces that 

were normally occupied by authority, and we used whatever we could to grab 

attention.”540  
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Figure 31 Gran Fury banner reading “All people with AIDS are innocent” 

Beyond queer content and themes, the production of street art and graffiti 

itself is a queer act of imagining and realizing unique images, or uses of the 

cityscape, and applying them where they were not intended or invited (much like 

skateboarding). For Ong:  

‘skateboarders’ and graffiti artists’ appropriations of urban surfaces and 

architectural features as ‘la perruque’, a term used by de Certeau to identify a 

tactic that … challenge[s] implicit societal norms with an ‘exemplary action’ that 

‘opens a breach’, demonstrating the instability of these unspoken rules.541 

According to the la perruque formulation, “once an alternative is demonstrated, it 

signals deviation from the norm to those who might have previously believed these 

alternatives did not exist.”542 In the case of graffiti, the relative anonymity and 

disappearance of the writer’s body after the act constitutes radical potential.543 The 

ability of a writer to successfully escape after writing in a difficult to reach, well-

 
541 Ong, “The Path Is Place,” 229–30. 
542 Ong, 230. 
543 Ong, 231. 
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guarded, or generally untouched area, alerts other writers (as well as anyone who 

sees the art) to vulnerable security or to other opportunities to transform seemingly 

inaccessible spaces.544 Queer ephemera operates in a similar way. The glimpses of 

queer culture, influence, and acts in skateboarding, punk, hip hop, and street art 

similarly provide openings and so-called ‘breadcrumb trails’ for others who wish to 

follow and perhaps join these networks. In this way, la perruque activities such as 

skateboarding, street art/graffiti, and queerness demonstrate a method of 

placemaking by which marginalized groups establish space in exclusive hegemonic 

spheres and produce the type of space they desire to inhabit.  

 In this section, I investigate placemaking and the relationship between street 

art / graffiti, skateboarding, and queerness through pop / street artist Keith Haring. 

Haring was a famous gay street artist who originally made a name for himself as an 

art student through illicit graffiti and eventually found success in galleries. He is well 

known for his bold, graphic, and colorful images with recurring symbols like the 

‘radiant’ babies, barking dogs, and dancers.545 His art was commonly found on blank 

advertising panels in New York City subways, famous wall murals such as Crack is 

Wack (1986) along busy roads, as well as smaller pieces painted on skateboards (fig 

32).546 In Ong’s analysis of the Singapore street artist SKL0 she concludes that there 

is a desire to influence the viewer’s experience of place in the city. Ong believes that 

SKL0 wants to “transform Singapore as a characterless site into place that reflects 
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an aspect of the Singaporean.”547 The same way SKL0’s work injects more 

Singaporean personality and imagination into the sterilized city, Haring injects 

queerness into the spaces (physical and cultural) he transforms through his art. He is 

often remembered for his vibrant works that have been interpreted as an optimistic 

reimagining of the lively queer, youth, and nightlife cultures trying to persevere 

through the apocalyptic feelings of the 1980s economic, diplomatic, and public health 

challenges.548 Haring is a compelling example of translation and mediation. His 

diverse relations saw him connect skateboarding and queer culture via art. Haring 

also incorporates punk and hip hop into his networks. Haring’s production of queer 

art also produced queer spaces. He showed that showed a gay man could also be a 

part of punk, hip hop, and skateboarding networks, and transformed the public sites 

and networks where he presented his work—whether that be in the streets of the 

South Bronx or the halls of the Museum of Modern Art. He also produced designated 

spaces for music and street cultures such as the art gallery at the Mudd Club which 

opened in the late 1970s.  

 

Figure 32 Keith Haring's public street art as well as images drawn on skateboards 

 
547 Ong, “The Path Is Place,” 233. 
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 By the time Haring opened a gallery at the Mudd Club, it was already a site of 

“symmetrical crossings” between the punks who did art and the artists who did punk. 

Bernard Gendron refers to the “borderline aesthetics” of “the New York punk and 

new wave rock movements in the late 1970s and their multifarious entanglements 

with the New York art scene.”549 Of course, Gendron asserts, “it did not take long for 

borderline aesthetics to take on an institutional form” and the Mudd Club was such 

an institution: a rock nightclub that was also performance space and art gallery.”550 

Bands like the Talking Heads, Devo, and the B-52s were mainstays of the Mudd 

Club and represent the intersections of art, punk, skateboarding, and queer 

culture.551 As art students at the Rhode Island School of Design, the members of 

Talking Heads met and formed a band, and lead singer David Byrne put a new spin 

on street art by rigging buildings into musical instruments through his Playing the 

Building project.552 Devo became iconic in skateboarding culture and the band was 

inducted into the skateboarding hall of fame.553 Lead singer Mark Mothersbaugh 

claims that skateboarders were the first to pay attention to the band which featured 

skateboarding in the video produced for ‘Freedom of Choice’ (1980).554 Meanwhile, 

the now legendary drag queen RuPaul got her big break in the music video for the B-

52s ‘Love Shack’ (1989) and later invited the band to guest judge on RuPaul’s Drag 
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Race.555 In 1981 Haring’s gallery at the Mudd Club hosted the Beyond Words exhibit 

that introduced hip hop to the mix. The show, curated by noted graffiti artists Futura 

and Fab 5 Freddy, was “an important moment of cross-pollination between the 

downtown art and clubbing scenes and the hip hop artists and musicians of the outer 

boroughs.”556 Haring invited hip hop pioneer Afrika Bambaataa to play at the 

event.557 Beyond Words is often cited as the first hip hop show outside of the Bronx. 

It introduced the new genre to punks who, Bambaataa says, were the first white 

audiences to engage hip hop.558  

 

Figure 33 Haring in front of an installment at the Mudd Club559 

 
555 “The B-52’s - Love Shack (Official Music Video) - YouTube,” accessed March 26, 2021, 
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timeline. 
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Beyond Words brought together, graffiti, hip hop, punk, and queer artists, but 

Haring also attached himself to skateboarding and skateboarding attached to Haring. 

In addition to his signature break dancing silhouettes, Haring drew skateboarding 

characters, used skateboards as canvasses, and was a “full advocate for 

skateboarding, [he] love[d] skateboarding” according to famed skateboarder 

Christian Hosoi.560 In 1986, Hosoi made his way to Haring’s studio and the artist 

drew on Hosoi’s board. Then, in typical skateboarding and street art practice, rather 

than retire the board and hang it on a wall, Hosoi continued to ride it until Haring’s 

death.561 Since then, skateboarding companies Element and Alien Workshop have 

produced posthumous collaboration product lines with The Keith Haring Foundation 

that “much like Keith Haring’s work, belong in the streets, but fit just as aptly hung on 

a gallery wall.”562 Following Haring’s death, figures like Chloë Sevigny continued to 

mediate the queer, art, punk, hip hop, and skateboarding worlds in his stead. An ‘It 

girl’ since the 1990s, Sevigny starred in music videos for Sonic Youth and modelled 

for band member Kim Gordon’s clothing line X-Girl that “set the standard for skater-

girl style.”563 She was a regular at the New York party scene at Tunnel, a club shared 

between rising hip hop stars and the queer drag icons called ‘club kids.’ At Tunnel, 

Sevigny bounced between groups of skateboarders and club kids such as James St. 

James and Michael Alig. Her debut film Kids (1995) was written by skateboarder 

Harmony Korine who director Larry Clark scouted while photographing New York 
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City skateboarders the summer of 1992.564 Sevigny also starred in the film 

adaptation of St. James’ memoir Party Monster (Bailey & Barbato, 2003).565 Other 

art groups, like the Beautiful Losers (of which Korine is a member), who incorporate 

street art, skateboarding, punk, hip hop, and queer politics in their work, continued to 

exhibit throughout the 2000s, most recently in 2018.566 Thus, the legacy of Haring 

and the community he produced at the Mudd Club did not end with him but has 

continued through a plethora of networks and agencies. 

Of course, traces such as those that make up Haring’s legacy cannot always 

stabilize into an entirely queer order of their own. They encounter limitations in the 

form of the perception and prejudice by the company with which the traces are 

assembled. Despite the number of queer people who operated and frequented the 

Mudd Club, some defined it as a straight ‘alternative’ to Studio 54.567 Futura admitted 

in 2017 that his homophobia made him reluctant to work with queer artists such as 

Andy Warhol. Yet, he was close to gay artists Haring and Kenny Scharf. Perhaps 

because Haring, like the Mudd Club, was less flamboyant than Warhol and Studio 

54, Futura felt more comfortable in their company. However, he also points to 

another possible source of distance: “I was, in fact, intimidated by Andy and his gay 

friends’ success and their intelligence, but I used this other thing, my homophobia, 

as an excuse.”568  
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Haring’s and Bambaataa’s past relationships with young men have become 

additional sources of controversy and resistance that influence the ability and 

desirability of the queer networks they helped generate to stabilize as queer orders. 

Ricardo Montez and Frances Negrón-Muntaner critique Haring’s problematic 

relations to people of color, suggesting he benefitted from collaborations with Puerto 

Rican artist LA2 while unfairly exploiting his labor. They also propose that Haring 

may have mobilized his queerness “for the appropriation of graffiti practices in ways 

that graffiti writers themselves were unable to do and racialized artists like Basquiat 

were afraid to” due to the precariousness of their racialized positions.569 In 2016 

several men accused Bambaataa of having sexually abused them as teenagers 

during the 1980s. The statute of limitations has expired on this case so it will not be 

investigated further, but the allegations have divided the hip hop and Bronx 

communities.570 In their own way, these controversies and the debates and 

discussions they produce contribute to the ordering struggles constantly remolding 

and reassembling networks.  

Controversy and disagreement are necessary and inevitable to achieve 

“coherence.” According to John Law coherence is always “momentary” and riven 

with conflict, disagreement, and competition; “most of the time and for most 

purposes, practices produce chronic multiplicity.”571 The multiplicity of translations, 

relations, and orders generated “may dovetail together, but equally they may be held 
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apart, contradict, or include one another in complex ways.”572 In this section, and this 

chapter more broadly, I have brought together hip hop, punk, and art with 

skateboarding. The networks mediated between these groups show how 

placemaking and other techniques of translation has made a wider range of cultural 

identities and involvements available to queer people. I have also shown how queer 

culture has shaped those networks as well. My analysis crosses intersections of 

race, gender, and power which affirm that ANT does not only illustrate the 

“‘associations’ … within institutions”, it reveals “agencement … across a whole 

variety of institutions.”573 I argued that by collapsing hierarchies of local and global 

phenomena, and viewing scale through connectivity and across intersections, 

reveals previously unrecognized or obscure ways of arranging and rearranging the 

social world. Further, this technique allows for diverse interpretations and 

experiences to coexist without producing an entirely utopian nor admonishing portrait 

of a group, scene, or history. 

Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I explored the processes of translation that accounted for the 

stabilization of various figurations of the social in ordering struggles. However, 

“translation is always insecure, a process susceptible to failure. Disorder—or other 

orders—are [always] precariously kept at bay.”574 In Part III, I turn to discussing the 

intended outcomes of producing and stabilizing certain orders. The final chapter 

deals with the concept of queer world-making; this aligns with what ANT calls 

“composing a collective.”575 Building queer connections between influential and 
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extensive popular cultures potentially destabilizes heteronormativity while stabilizing 

an alternative of queer possibility. The result of such ordering struggles is the 

opportunity to create a new arrangement and experience of the social.  
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Part III: Composing a Collective 
 

The previous sections dealt with the deployment and stabilization of networks. 

Various entities connect, disconnect, negotiate, and form diverse and dynamic 

networks that produce meaning. Individual networks then begin to interact, and 

circulate, with one another, establishing relations between them and distributing 

power. The relations and interactions between networks eventually produce a 

connected whole. “Composition”, or the composing of a collective is the final task of 

ANT, and the final section of this thesis.576 Composition refers to the agencies and 

interactions explored in deployment and stabilization and delves into “the assemblies 

of those assemblages.”577 In other words, ANT explores how networks compile and 

hang together in “the progressive composition of one common world.”578 In this 

chapter, I present the project of queer world-making introduced by Lauren Berlant 

and Michael Warner as a particular mode of composing a collective. Queer world-

making is the “radical aspiration of queer culture building” that is “not just a safe zone 

for queer sex but the changed possibilities of identity, intelligibility, publics, culture, 

and sex that appear when the heterosexual couple is no longer the referent or the 

privileged example of sexual culture.”579 With respect to queer world-making, Berlant 

and Warner target the heteronormative organization of the current world and 

envision, propose, and investigate acts that might create an alternative composition. 

I will look at two specific approaches to queer world-making, namely Jack 

Halberstam’s conception of queer failure and José Esteban Muñoz’s queer futurity 

and utopianism. I apply queer failure and futurity to examples of queered 
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skateboarding practices and aesthetics in order to investigate how queer 

skateboarders navigate skateboarding’s dominant heteronormativity. I propose that 

queer skateboarding is generating a “queer counterpublic” that offers alternative 

compositions of a common world that are more accessible and inhabitable to queer 

identities.580  

I begin by outlining the meaning of composing a collective and queer world-

making. By combining ANT and queer theory I attempt to clarify and accentuate the 

politics of ANT. Aligning composition with queer world-making helps address the 

concern (which I identified in the Introduction) that ANT is apolitical and overly 

concerned with providing a descriptive detailing of the minutiae that comprises 

networks to no clear ethical or political end. Queer world-making illustrates a clear 

end goal of decentering heteronormativity and enabling queerness. However, while 

the hegemonic cluster of heteronormativity deploys so many diverse agencies and 

networks it is all but impossible at this point to imagine a non-heteronormative, queer 

world.581 Nevertheless, queer people rely on “the imagination of an alternative world” 

as “a resource of survival.”582 Thus, while a non-heteronormative order may be 

unimaginable, the politics of associations purported by ANT makes reassembling the 

social possible and, when combined with queer theory, offers as a goal the 

reformulation of a heteronormative world into a queer world. By outlining the tactics 

and relations that upkeep heteronormativity and noting the powerful agency of 

approachable local interactions to disturb it, ANT reminds us that heteronormativity is 
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not pre-determined, or given. ANT provides a model in which subjects can question 

the collective while imagining, and enacting, alternative assemblies.  

 

Chapter 5: Queer World-making in Skateboarding 

Tracing networks may seem apolitical, but it is the necessary first “procedure” of 

ANT that sets up the politics of the second step which “makes the unification of the 

collective into a common world acceptable to those who will be unified.”583 Of course, 

a theory based on networks proposing a notion of collective or unification may seem 

counterintuitive or contradictory. Collectives and unification imply a standardized 

stability; networks are multiple, relational, dynamic, and unsettled. Likewise, queer 

theory and politics continue to debate whether ‘unification’ with heteronormative 

society in the form of normalization or access to institutions such as marriage or the 

military is the end goal of LGBTQIA+ rights, or if an asset of queerness is its 

marginal and ephemeral position. Yet, the gathering of assemblages “can renew our 

sense of being in the same collective.”584 Bruno Latour attempts to account for our 

sense or experience of collectivity without appealing to structural conceptions of 

society. Instead, the concept of relationality grounds the ANT understanding of 

society. Therefore, unification does not imply a copasetic unity nor a totalizing 

system of hierarchies. Rather, collectivity or unification refers a sense of existence 

within a greater context—and for ANT, social context more accurately describes a 

general relatability than any fixed system.  
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Traditional understandings of society that privilege structures over agency rely 

on a simplistic and narrow politics of oppression versus emancipation. Compared to 

ANT, this rigid conception of the social leaves little room for action or change as 

“one’s own actions ‘make a difference’ only in a world made of differences.”585 ANT’s 

focus on relatability or commensurability, as distinct to structural hierarchies, blurs 

the distinction between local and global and helps return a transformative agency to 

local interactions. In effect, the global is just the additive culmination of local 

interactions. Likewise, the production of an alternative queer world involves “the 

activity we undertake with each other, in a kind of agonistic performance in which 

what we become depends on the perspectives and interactions of others.”586 

Essentially, the process of queer world-making describes the relational ordering 

struggles associated with ANT. Queer world-making also finds “the promise of a 

transformative agency, grounded in everyday life practices and locations.”587 When 

society ‘travels through everything’, and heteronormativity describes the dispersion 

of diffuse power relations, then effective resistance too should be diffuse and local. 

No agency, interaction, individual, or practice is too small or insignificant to be world-

making. Queer skateboarding refers to some of the most niche practices of a 

marginal community within a relatively obscure industry and culture. I will 

characterize in the following sections that these practices work as demonstrations of 

queer failure and futurity that, despite (or perhaps because of) their local, everyday-

ness, have potential beyond their immediate surroundings to recompose the 

collective. 
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Failure and Futurity 
 

Queerness is prepared to take up the task of world-making or composing a 

collective. According to queer theorist José Esteban Muñoz, queerness “is not 

simply a being but a doing” and queer practice is “a mode of being in the world that 

is also inventing the world.”588 A queer subject should not just receive and experience 

the world queerly, they should also act, engage, and transform the world. This 

emphasis on performativity channels queerness away from the trap of apolitical 

‘escapism’ that has characterized so much of queer theory and been a major subject 

of critique the past few decades. Halberstam and Muñoz offer two of the most 

notable critiques of escapist queerness and have formulated the concept of failure 

and futurity as direct ideas that recognize the potential of queerness to transform the 

world. Together, queer failure and futurity imagine and foster new versions of the 

world. Queer failure (which does not follow the standard definition of failure) is a 

practice that presents alternative formations beyond the limits of conventional 

success; queer futurity envisions, ephemerally enacts, and projects towards future 

worlds based on the alternative formations presented through failure. Crucially, 

failure and futurity reveal that other ways of being are possible and offer 

representations if those alternative formations.  

Queer failure is a political tool of refusing conventional norms. It is not a lack 

of success as much as it is an unwillingness to adhere to hegemonic terms of 

success. In a heteronormative capitalist society, success translates to 

“advancement, capital accumulation, family, [and] ethical conduct…”589 Deliberate 
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failure, on the other hand, is “a way of refusing to acquiesce to the dominant logics of 

power and discipline as a form of critique.”590 Failure proffers alternative ways of 

existing and operating in society. It can be thought of as “opting out” of the restrictive 

conventions of normative society in order to forge a new path.591 It pokes holes in the 

ideology of success and calls into question the notion of a totalizing ideology in 

general. Paradoxically, the mandate of success necessitates the threat of failure. 

The two concepts are defined relationally and co-constitute one another. Thus, 

failure is an alternative “embedded already” within dominant logics of success that 

can be employed to access a queered version of life.592 Failure, therefore, is not 

necessarily a punishment, weakness, or shortcoming, but can be a productive and 

transformative political practice that exposes other ways of being and doing in the 

world that recomposes it. As such, the project of queer failure is also one of queer 

futurity.  

The way failure refuses success, futurity refuses the present. Futurity is a 

dissatisfaction with the way things are that demands a “critical and utopian hope” 

which promises something beyond the “impasse” of the present.593 Rather than 

resigning to the conventional social order, queer acts of futurity are about “doing 

something else” outside the demands of heteronormativity (and other patterns of 

norms, conventions, and expectations), and responding to the sense there is 

“something missing” in order to bring that missing something into being.594 These 

acts defy the conventions of the present in order to project beyond it, even if just for 

a moment, and indicate other possible ways of doing and being in the future which 
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moves beyond normative notions of success. Muñoz insists that “queer utopia is a 

modality of critique that speaks to quotidian gestures as laden with potentiality.”595 

Thus, he primarily seeks futurity in local, niche, and often obscure examples of drag, 

hip hop, punk, and art. In the previous section, I examined the political potential of 

connections between networks; here I highlight the line that Muñoz draws from “the 

punk performance style of Klaus Nomi” to “the insane and beautiful drag of Leigh 

Bowery, and the spaced-out elegance of hip-hop artist Missy Misdemeanor Elliot.”596 

He unites these performers through the utopian potential of their aesthetics and 

performances. Their “otherworldly” nature indicates a futurity that transcends the 

limitations of the current world to produce another.597 Skateboarding was not in 

Muñoz’s purview but, as the previous section makes clear, these networks have 

influenced and constituted each other so deeply it is easy to find where 

skateboarding might have fit within his analyses. 

 Take, for instance, Muñoz’s interpretation of the queer potential of Andy 

Warhol’s pop art depictions of soda bottles and soup cans. Warhol makes art by 

queering what would seem commonplace in order to infuse our perception of the 

quotidian with a promise that “the utopian exists in the everyday.”598 While the 

everyday heteronormative world may seem banal and repetitious, Warhol remakes 

the world to be vibrant, exciting, and, importantly, queer. Skateboarding similarly 

reimagines the commonplace through the unique combinations of skateboarder, 

skateboard, and the environment that redefine average cityscapes as realms of 

endless playful potential. Warhol’s images have even appeared as skateboard 

graphics for the ‘otherworldly’ brand Alien Workshop, whose name itself conjures 
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ideas of exploring the extraterrestrial unknown and constructing other worlds.599 

Through these boards Warhol and skateboarders work together to transform the 

banalities of everyday life into something unexpected and worthy of awe. 

 

Figure 34 Alien Workshop x The Andy Warhol Foundation collaboration skateboards 

The soup can is a quotidian object that was raised to the level of art by 

Warhol, painted on the bottom of a common toy such as a skateboard, elevated to 

the level of a highly skilled craft and utilized on everyday surroundings transformed 
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into a performance stage on the streets. The soup can, skateboard, and landscape 

are all common objects used in uncommon ways which when combined together, 

produce other worlds from the subtle potentials found in the quotidian. This type of 

potential is central to the “new combinations and surprising events” on which ANT 

bases its politics of composition.600 Composing a collective relies “on masses of 

hidden potentialities” such as those uncovered in accounts of queer world-making 

where “queerness is essentially … an insistence on potentiality or concrete 

possibility for another world.”601 This world can be made apparent through even the 

most quotidian agencies like a can of soup or street curb.  

  

Queer Skateboarding 

Skateboarding and other ‘lifestyle sports’ are often seen “as having presented an 

‘alternative,’ and potential challenge to traditional ways of ‘seeing’, ‘doing’ and 

understanding sport.”602 But skateboarding may also ‘see’ and ‘do’ the world 

differently. As a heterogenous network of diverse agencies each offering and acting 

out various, often unanticipated potentials (as discussed in Chapter Three), 

skateboarding perceives, performs in, and interacts with space in ways that rewrite 

both physical (such as city streets) and social (like dominant norms and 

expectations) surroundings. This is the queer potential of skateboarding. It has the 

capacity to imagine and enact alternatives outside the expectations and pressures of 

the dominant social order. Some actors are tapping into the queer potential of 

skateboarding and using it to ‘do’ skateboarding and ‘be’ a skateboarder in way that 

constructs and affirms their identities as simultaneously queer and skateboarders. By 
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queering skateboarding through their relations with space, clothing, posture, trick 

selection, community outreach, and media, queer skateboarders create space for 

themselves within a predominantly heteronormative culture and industry. The way 

they reassemble skateboarding demonstrates a reorganization of the social on a 

scale that resists and revises heterosexual expectations and privilege. In this chapter 

I examine the ways that queer skateboarding negotiates heteronormative 

relationships. Although skateboarding possesses a powerful queer potential, it has 

not fully untangled itself from the pressures and expectations of the dominant hetero-

masculine order of sport and society. Heteronormativity has largely straightened 

skateboarding’s queer potential.  

I wish to turn to a discussion of insights from Halberstam and Muñoz that 

point to the potential in, or promise of, skateboarding to ‘see’ and ‘do’ the world 

queerly. I then examine how different skateboarders have embraced failure as a 

strategy to wrestle with heteronormativity. My examples of skateboarding failures 

include rewriting spatial significance, the stylistic repetition of falling, an anti-

competitive willingness to lose, and identification with social failure. Ultimately, 

however, skateboarding’s performance of failure generally loses its radical potential 

and ends up privileging heterosexual masculinity and straight men. When delivered 

through its predominantly hetero-masculine perspective, skateboarding often 

reinforces the current world rather than producing a new one. Nonetheless, I 

conclude with an analysis of several queer skateboarders and media projects that 

are ‘failing’ to ascribe to the normative hetero-masculinity of skateboarding. They 

present other ways of doing skateboarding and being a skateboarder that promise a 

burgeoning queer future. Through their queer aesthetic and performance of 

skateboarding, these queer skateboarders demonstrate an alternative to the 
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heteronormativity that characterizes the current collective. As queer skateboarding 

stabilizes and disseminates, it is beginning to queer the larger skateboarding 

industry and culture. This change may reinvigorate skateboarding’s potential to 

challenge or ‘queer’ traditional sport norms which in turn could revise expectations of 

gender and sexuality more broadly. Queer skateboarding is thus is an example of 

queer world-making or composition in process. 

 

Potential 
 

The idea that skateboarding and other lifestyle sports possess a disruptive potential 

is not new. However, I use queer theory to interpret this potential. The perceived 

potential of lifestyle sports to produce an ‘alternative’ to traditional sporting values, 

hierarchies, and inequalities has been a longstanding and well documented in the 

literature on these activities.603 Several authors identify the flexible regulations, lack 

of formalized competition, option of co-ed play, emphasis on fluidity, grace, and 

expression, and less masculinized physiques as areas that could challenge the 

hetero-masculine stronghold on sport. These non-traditional relations between 

bodies, institutions, skills, and values could create a new, more inclusive value 

system that is less gender coded.604 Yet, the potential to offer an alternative is largely 

undermined by an adherence to normative values and dominant power structures. A 

 
603 Susan Birrell and Nancy Theberge, “Feminist Resistance and Transformation in Sport,” Women 
and Sport: Interdisciplinary Perspectives 4 (1994): 113; Nancy Midol and Gérard Broyer, “Toward an 
Anthropological Analysis of New Sport Cultures: The Case of Whiz Sports in France,” Sociology of 
Sport Journal 12, no. 2 (June 1, 1995): 204–12, https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.12.2.204; Robert E. 
Rinehart, Players All: Performances in Contemporary Sport (Indiana University Press, 1998); Robert 
E. Rinehart and Synthia Sydnor, eds., To the Extreme: Alternative Sports, Inside and Out (Albany, 
NY: SUNY Press, 2012); Belinda Wheaton, “‘Just Do It’: Consumption, Commitment, and Identity in 
the Windsurfing Subculture,” Sociology of Sport Journal 17, no. 3 (September 1, 2000): 254–74, 
https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.17.3.254; Wheaton, Understanding Lifestyle Sports; Belinda Wheaton, The 
Cultural Politics of Lifestyle Sports (London: Routledge, 2013), 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203888179. 
604 Michael A. Messner, Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity (Beacon Press, 1992); 
Wheaton, Understanding Lifestyle Sports. 
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central theme among the contributors to Belinda Wheaton’s collection Understanding 

Lifestyle Sports (2004) is a contradiction between the “theory” or “discourse” of 

inclusivity and how practitioners of lifestyle sports actually apply, or more correctly 

fail to apply the notion.605 Ultimately, the potential of these new forms of sport has 

largely taken the form of superficial claims of difference and transgression. In her 

investigation of skateboarding, Becky Beal makes the point that “skateboarders try to 

distinguish themselves from ‘mainstream’ sport…but simultaneously their claims to 

distinctiveness obscure their mainstream forms, including social inequity.”606 Beal 

specifically refers to the gendered order of skateboarding by explaining that “skaters 

will claim that their activity is open to all…yet simultaneously the informal male 

networks tend to restrict and control female participation.”607 I argue that the same 

conclusions could be made regarding queer participation in skateboarding. However, 

in this chapter I contend that there is another, distinctly queer way to interpret this 

potential so that it is not lost to the above critiques and remains valid to the 

development of queer skateboarding. 

Maintaining the disruptive potential of skateboarding comes from a shift in 

perspective. Instead of looking at the way dominant groups impede, or contradict, 

skateboarding’s queer potential, I examine the utilization of this potential used by 

non-heteronormative groups who, I propose, inform the dominant, heteronormative, 

group. Despite the hetero-masculine hegemony of skateboarding, the mere 

existence of a queer potential has been enough for queer skateboarders to connect 

 
605 Doug Booth, “Surfing: From One (Cultural) Extreme to Another,” in Understanding Lifestyle Sports: 
Consumption, Identitiy, and Difference, ed. Belinda Wheaton (New York: Routledge, 2004), 100; 
Andrew Thornton, “‘Anyone Can Play This Game’: Ultimate Frisbee, Identity and Difference,” in 
Understanding Lifestyle Sports: Consumption, Identitiy, and Difference, ed. Belinda Wheaton (New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 175. 
606 Becky Beal and Charlene Wilson, “‘Chicks Dig Scars’: Commercialisation and the Transformations 
of Skateboarders’ Identities,” in Understanding Lifestyle Sports: Consumption, Identitiy, and 
Difference, ed. Belinda Wheaton (New York: Routledge, 2004), 32. 
607 Beal and Wilson, 32. 
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with the activity and successfully initiate a queering project. While my argument is 

hopeful and optimistic, I maintain that it is neither naively idealistic nor does it 

minimize the heteronormativity and inequalities that persist in skateboarding. Rather, 

I invoke the politics of Muñoz and Halberstam. Muñoz insists on utopian thinking 

despite the reigning heteronormative order. He does not believe queerness should 

be condemned to the oppression of the “here and now” but that its very power lies in 

its ability to imagine other realities that project forward toward the “not-yet-here” 

future.608 Halberstam agrees that, while negativity may pervade queerness, 

queerness should not accept this stance. All is not lost when heteronormativity 

declares the failure of queerness to be acceptable; rather, queerness can access a 

transformative political potential in that failure.609 The transformative power of queer 

failure and imaginative power of queer futurity is precisely what I present here. 

Choosing alternative courses opens up different routes to other ways of being and 

doing in the world and, ultimately, creates new worlds. Examining instances of queer 

skateboarders who ‘failed’ to achieve normative standards opens maps of new 

possibilities that may be seized through acts of utopian longing for other futures.  

This is the value of potential: to imagine the way things could be when the 

way they are is unbearable. However, Halberstam and Muñoz deal with potential and 

unbearable presents in slightly different ways. Halberstam adopts a more moderate 

position between negation and utopianism by planting himself in the “darkness” of 

negativity; Muñoz takes a “willfully idealized” approach in his insistence on hope.610 

Nevertheless, their two lines of thinking are compatible in that they recognize acts of 

failure as foundations for acts of futurity. They work in tandem as both formulate 

 
608 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1. 
609 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 188. 
610 Halberstam, 96; Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 96. 
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ways to acknowledge and engage with negativity while revealing “more creative, 

more cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world.”611 In this sense, 

failure is not lost to superficial claims of difference, as outlined above, or reduced to 

heteronormative failure (as I explore in the next section). Failure has the potential to 

be a useful and productive tool for critique as it is applied by the queer 

skateboarders discussed at the end of this chapter. Queer acts that defy convention, 

such as queer skateboarding, perform and inspire future ways of doing and being. In 

this way, failure provides a glimpse of possible queer realities while futurity imagines, 

longs for, and provides motivations for a new future world. 

 

Failure 
 

In one of skateboarding’s most iconic quotes, Craig Stecyk labels skateboarders 

“urban guerillas” who, he says, “make everyday use of the useless artefacts of the 

technological burden, and employ the handiwork of the government/corporate 

structure in a thousand ways that the original architects could never dream of.”612 

Stecyk’s celebration of skateboarding’s subversive and innovative use of space not 

only evokes the relationality advocated for, and celebrated by, ANT, but it also 

introduces the queer nature of skateboarding. Skateboarding poses alternative ways 

of navigating and using the physical world that transforms our understanding and 

experience. Skateboarders rewrite the meaning of public spaces by ‘failing’ their 

intended functions and symbolism as a queer practice that remakes the world. 

Architecture and urban design generally represent “authoritarian preferences for 

 
611 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 2. 
612 Stacy Peralta, Dogtown and Z-Boys (Sony Pictures Classics, 2001), 
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hierarchies.”613 Urban landscapes are symbols and geographies of conventional 

material, economic, and social success essential to neoliberal heteronormative 

society. Ironically, landscapes meant to evoke industry and productivity are often 

perfectly suited to the whimsical and disorderly play of skateboarding. Places 

associated with productivity and governance are reconceptualized as sites of leisure. 

The way skateboarders interact with these landscapes challenges and revises their 

normative significance.614   

“Blubba”615 is an iconic obstacle sandwiched between the New York State 

Supreme Court and Federal Building in the heart of Manhattan’s Financial District. 

When used for skating, the imposing black marble representative of order, capitalist 

material success, and the neoliberal drive toward upward mobility that underpins the 

ideal of the nuclear family and traditional reproductivity is transformed into something 

antisocial and frivolous (Fig. 35).616 The West Los Angeles Courthouse is another 

institution of order and regulation that is also a popular skate site. There 

skateboarders resisted and outlasted state prohibition. Budget deficits closed the 

courthouse in 2013 and the space reopened as a sanctioned skate spot in 2014.617 

The financial failure of the state judicial system was a victory for the skateboarders 

and a paradoxical victory for failure. Of course, now the magic of the spot is lost. 

Now that it exists for skateboarding, skateboarders no longer fail the purpose of the 

space. Instead of failing the space they serve the purposes intended by “grass roots 

 
613 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 10. 
614 Borden, Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the Body. 
615 “Blubba” is a portmanteau of “black hubba,” a hubba being a ledge that descends along a set of 
stairs. 
616 Colin Sussingham, Rizzo Switch Manual down Blubba, June 8, 2015, Photograph, June 8, 2015, 
http://www.jenkemmag.com/home/2015/06/08/palace-x-bronze-paramount-in-photos/. 
617 Melissa Caskey, “Malibu Courthouse to Close May 31,” Malibu Times, May 8, 2013, 
http://www.malibutimes.com/news/article_f2f8ad12-b7a4-11e2-ae41-001a4bcf887a.html; Reggie 
Altema, “Santa Monica Courthouse Legally Open for Skateboarding in Los Angeles,” X Games, 
August 14, 2014, http://xgames.espn.com/article/11349641/santa-monica-courthouse-legally-open-
skateboarding-los-angeles. 
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community organizers working with a massive company like Nike and the local 

government for just like a win/win/win.”618 Once banned, skateboarders are now used 

by the city as a counter to gangs and homeless populations. By restricting and 

designating spaces for skateboarding, city officials “got the skaters out of 

Courthouse to get the gangs out of Stoner [a Los Angeles park that added a 

skatepark in 2010], and now they took the skaters back at Courthouse because it 

was so dilapidated they needed the skaters presence to clean it up.”619 As this more 

conventionally productive potential of skateboarding is coopted by local 

governments, skateboarding loses its queer potential. Nevertheless, when 

skateboarders leave their designated areas, they unlock the subversive potential of 

failure built into the sprawling landscapes meant to display and foster normative 

success.  

 
618 Mackenzie Eisenhour, “Interview: Alec Beck on Liberating the Courthouse,” Transworld 
SKATEboarding, September 9, 2014, https://skateboarding.transworld.net/features/interview-alec-
beck-liberating-courthouse-slo/. 
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Figure 35 Rizzo switch manual down Blubba, 2015 photograph by Collin Sussingham 

Skateboarders fail in many senses, most literally they fall, and fall often. While 

repeatedly falling may tow a fine line between failure and perseverance in the pursuit 

of success, I am looking specifically at the way repetitive failure has become part of 

the ‘style’ and, arguably, the queer aesthetic of skateboarding. Halberstam 

celebrates a quote from queer performer Quentin Crisp, “if at first you don’t succeed, 

failure may be your style” as a “witty refusal of the dogged Protestant work ethic” that 

underlies much of the neoliberal formula for heteronormative subjects.620 Halberstam 

expounds on this quote and explains that to work with, rather than against, failure is 

 
620 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 96. 
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“true camp,” and that failure’s camp is a “crucial part of the queer aesthetic.”621 

Likewise, falling is much more than just a common practice of persistence in 

skateboarding. Repetitive failures stylize skateboarding with a campy and queer 

aesthetic. There is visual drama in failure as skateboarders fall and fail in some of 

the most spectacular ways. They derive a perverse pleasure from failure and 

encourage it independently of success by watching ‘slam reels’, that is, compilations 

of dramatic falls; and they immortalize the grandest failures in the “Hall of Meat.”622 

Of course, while this celebration of failure hosts a queer potential, it often slips back 

into the ‘straight’ values of macho bodily sacrifice and toughness that contributes to 

the skateboarders’ eventual success. Still, a promise of queer failure persists. 

Queer failure is not meant to be softened, recovered, or salvaged as 

perseverance in pursuit of triumph. It is failure for the sake of failure, unredeemed by 

success. Skateboarders do not always redeem their failures. In fact, at times, failure 

may be relished as its own type of achievement by effectively avoiding traditional 

measures of success. A tendency to eschew formal competition is one example. In a 

queer reversal of dominant sport and social values, many skateboarders would 

rather fail on their own terms than compete within a conventional format. Webb 

Brixey, a writer for Jenkem skateboarding magazine recalls professional 

skateboarder Jason Jessee famously proclaiming that he loved skateboarding so 

much he wished it would die. Brixey did not understand the message until 

skateboarding confronted the competitive rigor and sportization brought about by 

inclusion in the Olympics. Now Brixey agrees with Jesse, believing “I’d rather see 

 
621 Halberstam, 96. 
622 “Thrasher Magazine - Displaying Items by Tag: Hall Of Meat,” accessed December 11, 2019, 
https://www.thrashermagazine.com/hall-of-meat/. 
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skateboarding die than see it become little league.”623 From this perspective, it would 

be better for skateboarding to fail or opt out entirely, and cease to exist, then to be 

turned into the competitive drive for victory that characterizes traditional sport.  

Traditional success mandates a desire for victory. Even losses can be 

reframed as valiant and honorable attempts at glory. But the refusal to even try is 

unfathomable to normative notions of success. The anti-competition stance of much 

of skateboarding openly rejects the desire for victory and its rigid measurements and 

rankings of success. Certainly, genuinely competitive elements of skateboarding 

exist (such as formal X-Games, Street League, and Olympic competitions), but they 

are the minority in an industry and culture where contests are optional and 

secondary to most participation. Rather than striving for success, professional 

skateboarder Dakota Servold embraces failure as his style. He recounts his 

competitive losses by cheekily quipping, “I’ve gotten last place both times. That’s 

how I roll, dog.” He describes being pressured to enter a contest but refusing the 

typical competitive goal of victory. Instead, his mission was to lose, insisting “dead 

last would be kinda sick.” He placed second to last and praised the competitor who 

“beat” (rather than lost to) him for last place saying, “he’s the man, he’s sick.”624 

Failure is so valued and relatable in skateboarding that, in many cases, the idea of 

symbolic social failure is internalized by skateboarders to the point of identification.  

The failure, the reject, the outcast, and so on have become proud and popular 

identity markers for many skateboarders. In the video series Loveletters to 

Skateboarding, professional skateboarder Jeff Grosso confidently declares: 

 
623 Webb Brixey, “SKATEBOARDING VS. THE OLYMPICS: A BRIEF HISTORY,” Jenkem Magazine, 
September 4, 2012, http://www.jenkemmag.com/home/2012/09/04/skateboarding-vs-the-olympics-a-
brief-history/. 
624 The Nine Club, “Dakota Servold | The Nine Club With Chris Roberts - Episode 173,” YouTube, 
December 2, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNr-0SoBQ2g&t=4310s. 
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We were a bunch of fuckin’ nerds. We were weirdos. We were fucking social 

outcasts. We were the fuckin’ people that nobody wanted to be, doing things 

that nobody wanted to do, and that nobody understood! ... That’s what drew 

us to skateboarding.625  

The episode titled “Freaks and Geeks” (2015) celebrates skateboarding as a 

community of misfits and oddballs. Grosso presents skateboarding as a collective of 

those who feel stifled by, and at odds with dominant society. “I think skateboarding 

definitely attracts weirdos,” admits professional skateboarder Omar Salazar. 

“Weirdos don’t like to have rules. They don’t like to be confined in place. They don’t 

like to be told what to do. And skateboarding is the complete opposite of anything 

else,” he adds, happily positioning skateboarders as self-proclaimed oppositional 

social Others.626 Grosso echoes this sentiment, stating: “the heart and soul of 

skateboarding is the freaks and geeks…Those are my people. Those are the norm 

to me. And the truth of the matter is, there is no fuckin’ normal.”627 This is a queer 

declaration that challenges and devalues the notion of normalcy. The essence of 

queer failure is embracing an outsider status and defying convention to take on the 

burden of living out “other formulations of this world.”628 In this way, skateboarding’s 

adoption of failed ‘normal’ identities presents a very queer practice of failure that 

offers potential for a queer future. However, only one type of freak or geek is ever 

represented in the video and reinforced throughout the dominant skateboarding 

industry: the heterosexual, cisgender male.  

 

 
625 Vans, “Freaks and Geeks | Jeff Grosso’s Loveletters To Skateboarding | VANS,” YouTube, June 
12, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d1M3dx2o-
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626 Vans. 
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Futurity 

The prior discussion of failure I presented was dominated by the hetero-masculine 

standpoint of skateboarding. I explained how this made it difficult for these failures to 

be transformative. These examples offered a glimpse at a queer potential that would 

often fall back into the trap of traditional success and heteronormativity, ultimately 

reinforcing straightness and masculinity. Despite the prevalence of 

heteronormativity, various emphatically queer skateboarding projects are 

demonstrating how to effectively apply the queer potential of failure to command new 

futures. By ‘failing’ to comply with the typical notion of a skateboarder, queer people 

in skateboarding are constructing an alternative identity and space for themselves. In 

so doing, they rearrange skateboarding. They change the landscape connections, 

the relations, and thus the meanings associated with queerness and skateboarding, 

and therefore change the possibilities of being and doing in skateboarding. The 

identifiers ‘queer’ and ‘skater’ have typically been treated as mutually exclusive. 

Recently, however, communities of queer skateboarders have affirmed their 

identities as hybrid ‘queer-skaters.’ The queer-skater is not a qualification against a 

‘normal’ skater, but a way of merging queer identities with skateboarding identities 

without assimilating to, or perpetuating, the limited heteronormative representation of 

a skateboarder. As Belinda Wheaton explains of many lifestyle sports, “subcultural 

statuses and identities were seen to be more important than other spheres of their 

lives, or identities, including in some cases paid work and national, gendered, or 

racialized identities.”629 This mode of singular identification can be a barrier for non-

normative identities and contribute to the hetero-masculine hegemony found across 

such sports. To make ‘skater’ one’s primary identity at the expense of other forms of 

 
629 Wheaton, Understanding Lifestyle Sports, 10. 
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identification only works for those identities that already align with straight male 

assumptions of a skater.  

When confronted with the task of offering a single identity, queer-skaters face 

a difficult decision. They either negate their queerness to be a skater or they relegate 

themselves to the margins of their skater identity by virtue of being queer. Stephen 

Ostrowski and Leo Baker describe a tension between their identities as queer and as 

skaters, saying “there’s no room for me to be both of these things” and feeling they 

had to “pick one.”630 Muñoz targets this antirelational way of presenting identity in his 

critique of extreme apolitical negation and his proposition of utopian futurity. Muñoz 

condemns antirelational queer politics that would privilege queerness at the expense 

of its connections to race and gender. He reminds readers that “imagining a queer 

subject who is abstracted from the sensuous intersectionalities that mark our 

experience is an ineffectual way out. Such an escape via singularity is a ticket whose 

price most cannot afford.”631 Further, for ANT there can be no pure self when 

meanings are relational and inherently connected. As such, subjectivities do not 

need to be whole, cohesive, or singular. They are attachments that allow subjects to 

articulate themselves as they see fit.632 Unlike the previous examples of Tim Von 

Werne and Brian Anderson who felt they had to choose between careers in 

skateboarding or openly identifying as queer, those who identify as queer-skaters 

are always both queer and skaters. Neither subjectivity must suppress or supersede 

the other. They are paradoxically independent and coexistent. Muñoz employs Jean-

Luc Nancy’s “post-phenomenological category of being singular plural” to address 

intersectional identification. Muñoz argues that queerness must always be deemed 
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as “both antirelational and relational.” That “a singular existence is always 

conterminously plural—which is to say that an entity registers as both particular in its 

difference but at the same time always relational to other singularities.”633 Hence, 

through a failure or refusal to assimilate to the singular skater identity, queer 

skateboarders produce an alternative identity as singular plural queer-skaters.  

In this contradictory way, queer failure is a mode of producing a queer future. 

Queer failure refuses heteronormativity and dominant conventions while presenting 

alternatives that act as a guide for shaping the future. In fact, “we can glimpse the 

worlds proposed and promised by queerness in the realm of the aesthetic. The 

aesthetic, especially the queer aesthetic, frequently contains blueprints and 

schemata of a forward-dawning futurity.”634 Muñoz’s concepts of futurity and 

utopianism broadly locate potential in queer aesthetic, but he places a specific focus 

on performance and gesture. Muñoz looks at the minute or fleeting movements of 

drag performers and queer dancers like Kevin Aviance and Fred Herko who he 

remembers for their unpolished, stuttering, and even uncomfortable motions (Fig. 

36).635 He reads utopian possibilities into gestures like Aviance’s ankle as it buckles 

under him while he stomps across the stage in heels. Aviance is not lightfooted like 

the other drag queens he performs with because he is not interested in imitating a 

woman. Instead, Aviance is “approximating a notion of femininity” onto and through 

his masculine body.636 He fails at being womanly enough, but he also fails at being 

 
633 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 10–11. 
634 Muñoz, 1. 
635 See-ming Lee from Hong Kong SAR China, Kevin Aviance / Hiro at the Maritime Hotel 2007, 
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manly. The effeminate man is celebrated by his masculine audience of “gym queens” 

who have “become their own fetish of masculinity.” His performance produces a 

more androgynous alternative to masculinity and femininity that excites his viewers. 

Aviance’s gender failure provides “relief” and “recodifies” queer gesture for an 

audience which had suppressed it.637  

 

Figure 36 Kevin Aviance (left) and Fred Herko (right) 

Herko’s gestures also fail the rules of movement. Muñoz describes Herko’s 

dancing as “camp” and “surplus.”638 Reviews chastised his choreography as having 

“shouted, ‘look at me, look at me’” in a way that was not necessarily tasteful.639 

Following Susan Sontag’s Notes on Camp (1964), his choreography was “good taste 

of bad taste.”640 In this way, Muñoz’s interpretation of Herko is in line with 

 
637 Muñoz, 79. 
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Halberstam’s claim that working with failure is “true camp.”641 Herko’s dance failed 

the taste-system of virtuosity and refinement, and in doing so inspired new forms that 

“ushered in postmodern dance.”642 But his performances also “denaturalize the way 

we dwell (move) in the world” such that they represent an “interruption in the 

coercive choreography of…dominant cultural logics such as capitalism and 

heterosexuality.”643 The way Herko’s body and motions relates to and assembles 

time and space disturbs the status quo. Queer skateboarding also disturbs the status 

quo. Like Aviance and Herko, queer skateboarding is a campy surplus that works 

with failure to relieve skateboarding of its fetishized conventions and interrupt its 

normative choreographies in order to recodify it as a vision of utopia.  

Queer skateboarding is a fun and refreshing spark that sidesteps the 

normative pressures of style. In skateboarding, style would be analogous to taste. 

There is immense pressure to look ‘cool,’ to not be a ‘kook’ or ‘mob’ (novice-seeming 

or having bad style). Style is characterized by a competent and casual appearance 

on a board. A foundational element of style is trick selection. Tricks range in 

popularity and trendiness, however, stylish skaters generally avoid ‘circus tricks,’ 

‘dork tricks,’ or ‘gay shit,’ which refer to quirky, overly technical or complicated tricks. 

This is exactly the style of skateboarding that many queer-skaters emphasize or 

embody. Queer skateboarding is flamboyant and tries too hard in a way that is not 

‘cool.’ Like their queer-skater identities, the camp aesthetic is based on a singular 

plural good-bad taste, and queer skateboarding represents good-bad style. Tricks 

that may be derided as ‘gay’ are re-appropriated and made ‘queer’ in a way that 

reconciles the perceived incongruence between skateboarding and queer identities. 
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A skater’s style is also evident in their dress. The unofficial uniform of skateboarding 

in largely based on simple, loose-fitting menswear. Work pants or jeans paired with 

basic t-shirts or basketball jerseys abound in skateboarding videos and magazines. It 

is overtly masculine and tries hard not to try too hard. As with their skating, many 

queer-skaters are dramatically opposing this norm by wearing flamboyant, feminized, 

and campy attire. The camp appearance and performance of skateboarding is 

helping queer-skaters interpret and bring about a different vision of skateboarding. 

This queer vision of skateboarding is visible through sources like Ross 

Landenberger’s Queer Skateboarding photography project and Skateism magazine’s 

Strauberry Peach (2018) video.644 They demonstrate a queer failure of 

skateboarding’s logic of taste. Queer/femme companies and clothing lines like 

Doyenne, on the other hand, appropriate the normative tastes of skateboarding and 

remake them in queer ways. 

Landenberger photographs queer-skaters to show how these communities 

are expressing the hybridity of their identities and forging a new space to 

accommodate this expression. One of Landenberger’s subjects, Jason Bard (Fig. 6) 

poses, modelesque, skateboard draped over shoulder and dangling by a finger with 

the aloof expression of a disinterested 1990s supermodel à la Kate Moss or Naomi 

Campbell. Wearing cropped hair and faint five o’clock shadow in a pink dress 

designed like a feminized basketball jersey, Bard’s masculine body and presentation 

as a skateboarder is in balance with a queer femininity.645 Bard observes “how 

people self-invent their own way of ‘queering skating’ in terms of how they skate, 

 
644 View Strauberry Peach via Skateism’s YouTube Channel https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
4LdR_wsUew 
645 Ross Landenberger, Jason, Brooklyn, 2018, 2018, Photograph, 2018, 
http://rosslandenberger.com/queerskateboarding. 
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dress, interact and use skateboarding in their lives.”646 Landenberger shares a similar 

sentiment watching his subjects “taking these objects like skateboards and clothing 

… and subverting them and queering them into their own thing.” Through this 

process, Landenberder insists queer-skaters are “differentiating themselves from 

skaters while still being skaters.”647 For Landenberger it is important to emphasize 

that these representations of queer-skaters are not just superficial, they are 

productive and transformative. Queering skateboarding recomposes normative 

skateboarding to accommodate and express queerness. Landenberger calls on his 

audience to engage queer world-making: “there can be things that already exist and 

may not be inclusive to you or your community but you can make that space…You 

can make a space for you and how you identify and all the intersections of your 

identity."648 Landenberger’s subjects do not choose between identifying as queer or 

as a skater but have created communities that articulate the intersections and 

relations between these identities. The skateboarding in Strauberry Peach 

demonstrates a similar queering of skateboarding that extends the stylistic 

differentiation found in Landernberger’s posed, still images to the performance of 

skateboarding captured in the motion of the act itself.  

 
646 Kevin Truong, “‘Queer Skateboarding’: Photographer Documents Gay Skater Culture,” NBC News, 
April 6, 2019, https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/queer-skateboarding-photographer-
documents-gay-skater-culture-n991316. 
647 Truong. 
648 Truong. 
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Figure 37 Jason, Brooklyn, 2018 by Ross Landenberger 

Strauberry Peach (2018) was released by Skateism, which promotes itself as 

“the diversity skateboarding magazine” for its focus on queer, womxn, and non-

western skateboarding.649 The video features footage from two of the most visible 

transwomen in skateboarding, Cher Strauberry and Peach Sørenson. They are each 

notable for their unique styles and unconventional tricks. If skateboarders see and 

use the world differently than most people, Strauberry and Sørenson see and use it 

differently than most skaters. The ‘3-Up-3-Down’ stair set of the San Francisco 

Amory is a popular skateboarding spot. Most skateboarders approach it with same 

general formula: jump up the stairs on one end, ride across the flat surface, then 

jump down when they’ve reached the other end.650 Cher Strauberry, in 

 
649 “Platforming Diversity in Skateboarding,” Skateism (blog), accessed December 9, 2019, 
https://www.skateism.com/diversity-in-skateboarding/. 
650 View: REAL Skateboards, “Best of Busenitz : 3 up & 3rd,” YouTube, November 19, 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sksDD9AnWMc. 
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contradistinction, sees an alternative potential in these same stairs and interacts with 

them in a less prescribed way. Strauberry collides with the top step during her initial 

ascent (view 00:45-00:50 of Strauberry Peach). She pauses at the top on two wheels 

and rolls just enough to emphasize her crooked positioning. She does not bother 

holding a smooth, clean motion over the length of the flat surface. Rather, she 

quickly diverts back down the stairs, making sure to hit and jerk with every step on 

the descent. She shirks the masterful combinations of technical flip tricks and fluid 

long-held motions. Instead, she makes every effort to involve the cumbersome and 

stuttering steps. She allows the steps to interrupt the straight motion of 

skateboarding as much as possible. The approach of most skaters represents a 

masculine dominance over the space; they demonstrate their skill by commanding 

their movements and motions and tactfully avoiding any unnecessary difficulty. 

Strauberry on the other hand does not feign mastery over the stairs and instead 

leans head on into added difficulty. It is a gesture of queer resilience in the face of 

heteronormative adversity.  

Sørenson, like Strauberry, differentiates herself through her queer style of 

skateboarding. Good style is usually fast, smooth, and flowing. Stylish skaters look 

natural on their boards. Their motions are effortless and minimal with very little sign 

of strain or force. Sørenson, however, tinkers and jerks (view 02:30 onward). Her 

movements are awkward and gangly, but her tricks are original, creative, playful, and 

gratuitously complex. She demonstrates virtuosity without tasteful refinement. All of 

this makes her tricks difficult to identify and name. Her movements test 

skateboarding’s nomenclature in a way that challenges the practice of labelling. Her 

tricks expose the limits of strict categorization and clear definition as a measure of 

validity. This campy, exuberant, and complex style of skating illustrates that 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4LdR_wsUew
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4LdR_wsUew
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classification is not always effective or even necessary. Rather than polishing away 

the imperfections and idiosyncrasies of her skating, she embraces the rough edges 

that give her style personality and originality. Her unique style preserves her identity 

instead of conforming to that of the typical skater. Sørenson considers her style of 

skating to reflect herself as queer and feminine despite the hetero-masculine 

standard of skateboarding.  

Sørenson considers skateboarding “a great platform for expressing myself, 

my identity and feelings… I want to show that there is room for femininity and 

sensitivity in skateboarding…”651 Her skating is a conscious challenge to and failure 

of skateboarding’s norms. She relieves skateboarding of its aesthetic pressures 

through her queered and femininized style of skating. As a queer-skater she makes 

room for other ways of doing, being, and identifying as a skater.  

Both Strauberry and Sørenson prefer tricks with a bad reputation; the ones 

that are difficult to make look good – like caveman grabs, ollie norths, firecrackers, 

and no-comply/foot-plant variations. These are all tricks characterized by “surplus”—

excess motion and excess physical involvement.652 Contrary to most modern 

skateboarding, their feet leave the board while their hands reach for it far more than 

is usually acceptable. Strauberry and Sørenson have their own styles, but it is not 

conventional “good style.” Their tricks fail good taste, but they perform them 

convincingly. They have good-bad style. Their skating is camp and their skating is 

queer.  

Even when Strauberry and Sørenson simplify their tricks, they still differentiate 

themselves through their style of dress. Certainly, many skateboarders have 

 
651 “Peach - The Strauberry Peach Interviews,” Skateism (blog), August 9, 2018, 
https://www.skateism.com/peach-strauberry-peach/. 
652 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 147. 
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heelflipped down the stairs at Harry Bridges plaza in San Francisco, but most likely 

Strauberry is the only one to do it in a skirt and fishnet stockings while carrying a 

stuffed pink rabbit (view 01:43-01:45). Similarly, Sørenson appears skating in heels, 

dresses, skirts, and stockings to accompany her signature blonde mohawk 

throughout her footage. She is sponsored by Doyenne Skateboards, “a woman-run 

skateboarding brand that produces genderless clothing.”653 The brand’s 2019 

spring/summer line appropriates and recodifies the hetero-masculine workwear of 

the normative skater style. The items apply soft pastel color schemes to designs 

based on mechanics’ uniforms as “an ironical reminder that any space can become a 

place to be and that women and queer people are capable of each and every 

stunt.”654 This queer style and sense of design has reached the mainstream 

skateboarding industry. In Fall 2019, Adidas debuted an intentionally unisex 

skateboarding line designed by professional skateboarder Nora Vasconcellos and 

marketed as a step toward genderless fashion (Fig. 38).655 Vasconcellos says the 

line is “breaking the barrier of saying ‘this is for a man’ or ‘this is for a woman.’”656 

Though commercially driven, this move indicates how queer-skaters have effectively 

captured the attention of the dominant industry which acknowledges them as a valid 

market. Queer skateboarders have mobilized to the point that major brands have 

been forced to take note and adapt to a growing non-hetero-masculine demand. 

Queer-skaters are forcing their themselves into, and forging space in, a 

 
653 “Doyenne Skateboards,” Doyenne Skateboards, accessed December 10, 2019, 
https://doyenneskateboards.com/. 
654 “Lookbook SS019,” Doyenne Skateboards, accessed December 10, 2019, 
https://doyenneskateboards.com/pages/lookbook. 
655 “Adidas Nora Chino Pants - Purple | Adidas US,” adidas United States, accessed May 29, 2021, 
https://www.adidas.com/us/nora-chino-pants/FT9773.html; “Adidas Nora Polo Shirt - Yellow | Adidas 
US,” adidas United States, accessed May 29, 2021, https://www.adidas.com/us/nora-polo-
shirt/FT9775.html. 
656 Jonathan Sawyer, “Adidas Skateboarding & Nora Vasconcellos Debut Unisex Collection,” 
Highsnobiety, October 8, 2019, https://www.highsnobiety.com/p/adidas-skateboarding-nora-
vasconcellos-fw19-collection/. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4LdR_wsUew
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predominantly heteronormative industry in a way that indicates the possibility of a 

queerer future for skateboarding. 

 

Figure 38 Unisex line for Adidas designed by Nora Vasconcellos 

In addition to mainstream commercial brands, the ‘core’ industry of 

skateboarding is also adapting to queer influences. Queer skateboarding reminds 

core skateboarding of its capacity to challenge heteronormativity and prompts it to 

act on its queer potential. In the process, queer-skaters are staking their claim to, 

and broadening, the skateboarder identity while securing their place in 

skateboarding. A Skateism article points to the birth of a new iteration of 

skateboarding that is redefining what it means to be ‘core’ or authentic. Positioned 

against the camp skating outlined above are the ‘gatekeepers’ of core – described as 

“aesthetic conservatives” who enforce a limited definition of good style.657 They 

impose an image of core based on skateboarding’s nostalgic past while queer-

skaters use their image to project toward the future.658 This “taste-based” notion of 

core is useful for filtering out unwanted commercial involvement in order to preserve 

 
657 Max Harrison-Caldwell, “Let’s Put This Shit to Bed,” Skateism (blog), May 31, 2019, 
https://www.skateism.com/lets-put-this-shit-to-bed/. 
658 Harrison-Caldwell. 
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the skater-controlled nature of skateboarding. But it can become problematic “when 

conventional skate bros use ‘core’ as a device to cast other dedicated skaters, who 

may not care about what is considered tasteful within skateboarding, as 

inauthentic.”659 This use of core would obviously exclude the camp queer aesthetic. 

However, it is also what makes queer skateboarding so compatible with core 

skateboarding. Ultimately, “the traditional model of core is all about defining and 

protecting a rebellious community,” and “today, no one embodies the ideals of 

rebellion and community more than non-cishet-male skaters — the people behind 

the ‘new core.’”660 The author clarifies that he is not trying to lambast ‘core’ 

skateboarding but reminds skaters not to “conflate taste with authenticity,” that 

“skaters are skaters by virtue of skating and caring about skating, regardless of 

apparel or trick selection.”661 Camp, after all, “doesn’t propose that it is in bad taste to 

be serious…What it does is to find the success in certain passionate failures.”662 As 

queer skateboarding broadens the understanding of core, it is important to also 

broaden the definition of queer skateboarding. The campy failure characteristic of 

queer skateboarding may be a characteristic feature or mode of differentiation within 

prominent queer skateboarding scenes, but queer styles of skateboarding are not 

exclusive to queer identities.  

Queer skateboarding represents the potential of skateboarding to ‘see’ and 

‘do’ the world differently. It is distinguished by challenging dominant expectations 

and common practices in the broader society as well as normative skateboarding. 

There are those who fit the traditional assumption of the heterosexual cisgender 

male skater who skate queerly. Early skateboarding, when it was still relatively new 

 
659 Harrison-Caldwell. 
660 Harrison-Caldwell. 
661 Harrison-Caldwell. 
662 Sontag, “Notes on Camp (The Partisan Review, and Collected in Against Interpretation).” 
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and had yet to fully develop its own set of codes and standards, had popular figures 

like Neil Blender who used an irreverent sense of humor to confuse the limits of what 

could be considered skateboarding.663 Yet, despite the queer nature of his skating, 

Blender’s example maintains the pattern of tension between queer potential and 

heteronormative reinforcement. Lore has it that Blender is responsible for naming a 

mute grab 360 ollie the ‘gay twist’ as the maneuver was an easier and less stylish 

(hence, ‘lamer’ or ‘gayer’) way to perform a Caballerial.664  

More recently, skate crews/companies like Fancy Lads and Worble have 

made queer skateboarding part of their brand identities. Fancy Lads’ Matt Tomasello 

modifies his boards into transformer like creations that ‘unfold’ as he skates, and 

Worble introduced the character ‘Manramp’ who dresses like a Village Person-esque 

caricature of a construction worker and carries a piece of plywood that allows him to 

be used as a human obstacle (Fig. 39 and 40).665 These figures have received some 

degree of acclaim but typically retain a marginal status, represent their own small 

brands rather than being sponsored by core companies, or are treated as a novelty 

(for instance, Jenkem magazine tagged Tomasello’s video as ‘Comedy’). There have 

been instances, however, where queer skating is perceived with greater ‘legitimacy’ 

when performed by already well-respected skaters. The Cheese & Crackers (2006) 

video released by the influential brand Almost Skateboards features the highly 

regarded Daewon Song and Chris Haslam skating Rube Goldberg machine-type 

 
663 Tommy Kowalski, “Neil Blender Streetstyle In Tempe,” YouTube, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eBJesTq4SLc. 
664 Larry Balma, “Neil Blender - Complete Interview,” TRACKER - History of Skateboard Book (blog), 
June 1, 2016, https://www.larrybalma.com/2016/06/01/neil-blender-complete-interview/. 
665 jenkemmag, “JENKEM - Matt Tomasello in ‘Rodney Mullen on Bath Salts: Round Three,’” 
YouTube, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tnFPQ57l0Dg&t=55s; ThrasherMagazine, “The 
Worble’s ‘Manramp’ Video,” YouTube, January 26, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p0zA1gvCyfs&t=1s; RIDE Channel, “How Rodney Mullen Invented 
Kickflips.” 
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obstacles.666 Song is one of the most revered skaters in the industry and is 

celebrated for his queer skating like kicking his shoes or wheels off during tricks.667 

The quirky styles, unique tricks, and unconventional approach to skateboarding by 

contemporary skaters such as the Fancy Lads, Worble, Song and Haslam, as well 

as individuals like Chris Milic, Jeff Stevens, William Spencer, Richie Jackson, and 

Andy Anderson represent a persistent queer undercurrent present even within the 

dominant hetero-masculine skateboarding scene. 

 

Figure 39 Matt Tomasello performing a trick with an unfolding board 

 
666 Skate Video Vault, “Almost ‘Cheese & Crackers’ (2006),” YouTube, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ukqBz4CjPu0. 
667 VICE Sports, “Daewon Song Is the Best Skateboarder on Instagram: Reda for the World,” 
YouTube, May 25, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nwQ1F7oX-8. 
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Figure 40 Manramp, the human-obstacle hybrid, launching skateboarder Chris Colbourn 

Though unconventional, queer skateboarding is increasingly recognized as 

legitimate. Importantly, though it is being integrated into the core industry without 

having to assimilate or straighten itself. The Strauberry Peach video was shared by 

The Berrics, one of the most significant skate media outlets, in a post that specifically 

praised the video for “eschewing the standard skate fodder and focusing on some 

truly unique individuals who are forging a new path in this overwhelming macho 

culture.”668 An elite private skatepark, The Berrics opened its doors to the public to 

host a queer skate session as well as a premiere screening of Carving Space 

(2019), an independent documentary about queer skateboarding.669 Cher Strauberry 

also appeared in the November 2019 issue of Thrasher magazine in a feature about 

the video Candyland (2019) from the taste-making skateboarding brand Supreme. 

 
668 Stu Gomez, “LGBTQ+ MAG ‘SKATEISM’ DROPS BANGER FULL OF SURPRISES,” The Berrics, 
August 8, 2018, https://theberrics.com/skateism-mag-strauberry-peach. 
669 Annie Dean-Ganek, Carving Space, 2019. 
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Editor Michael Burnett gave her picture a special shout out on Instagram, as did 

premier skate brand Independent Trucks who sponsor Strauberry along with fellow 

core brands like Spitfire Wheels.670 Strauberry’s photograph was shot by Atiba 

Jefferson, one of the most highly regarded photographers in skateboarding, and the 

video was produced by William Stroebeck whose affiliation with trendsetting brands 

like Supreme and Fucking Awesome has made him “one of skateboarding’s anointed 

arbiters of cool.”671 These examples indicate that some of the elite representatives of 

core skateboarding have given a very queer trans skateboarder (and the difference 

she represents) an official welcome.  

Thrasher has also shared videos of queer-skaters in drag, as well as co-

sponsoring and promoting trans and non-binary inclusive contests/showcases with 

the Skate Like a Girl foundation.672 Additionally, major brand REAL Skateboards has 

hosted a queer skate meetup with grassroots queer skateboarding company Unity 

Skateboards. Together, the two brands produced a collaborative product line to 

fundraise for the Transgender Law Center.673 REAL’s distributor has also helped 

Skateism reach skate shops by sending limited runs of complimentary copies for 

shops to share with their patrons (Fig. 41).674 Queer-skaters developed their own 

style that is breaking into the dominant core skateboarding industry and disrupting its 

 
670 Michael Burnett and Independent Trucks posted as “stories” that disappear after 24 hours. 
Screenshots of the stories are available upon request; Burnett, Michael [@burnout], Instagram Story, 
October 18, 2019; Independent Trucks [@independenttrucks], Instagram Story, October 30, 2019; 
Spitfire Wheels [@spitfirewheels], “@cher_strauberry Rides Black Formula Four Classics.,” Instagram 
Photograph, November 10, 2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/B4p2nuYHlPU/. 
671 “We Read All of the Comments on Bill Strobeck’s Photo of Cher from ‘Candyland’ So You Don’t 
Have To,” Skateism (blog), October 29, 2019, https://www.skateism.com/we-read-all-of-the-
comments-on-bill-strobecks-photo-of-cher-from-candyland-so-you-dont-have-to/. 
672 Alex White, “Skate Like A Girl’s ‘Wheels of Fortune 10’ Photos,” Thrasher Magazine, May 14, 
2019, https://www.thrashermagazine.com/articles/skate-like-a-girl-s-wheels-of-fortune-10-photos/. 
673 “Unity Skateboarding,” Actions REALized, August 16, 2019, 
http://www.actionsREALized.com/blogs/news/unity; “Actions REALized : Unity,” DLXSF.COM (blog), 
May 6, 2019, https://www.dlxsf.com/news/actions-realized-unity/. 
674 Deluxe Distribution [@dlxsf], “@skateism Is a Magazine Founded on the Idea That Skateboarding 
Is for Everyone.,” Instagram Photograph, July 10, 2019, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BztKW5FnQqp/. 
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norms. By refusing to submit to the heteronormative order through their embrace of 

failure and the performance of alternatives, queer-skaters like Strauberry and 

Sørenson produced their own identities, produced their own spaces, and now are 

working towards producing a queerer, more inclusive skateboarding. Though there is 

still much work to be done, queer-skaters are motivating skateboarding to enact its 

queer potential that has been present but dormant. There is, however, the looming 

concern of incorporation. It may be that queerness loses its radicality once it 

belongs. Yet, a queer world or utopia is often formulated as something that can 

never be fully achieved. Rather, queerness is something that can only be strived for; 

it is an ideal that “is visible only [on] the horizon.”675 Queerness should not be 

concerned with preserving its radicality at the expense of survival. This is precisely 

why Muñoz and Halberstam refute apolitical passivity. Queerness requires hope for 

recognition otherwise all that is left is negation.676 And negation only hands the future 

over to the reproduction of heteronormativity.677 Further, if the recognition that may 

threaten queerness is established through the radical practices of queer world-

making, then inclusion may not have to mean assimilation. 

 
675 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1,21. 
676 Muñoz, 93. 
677 Muñoz, 95. 
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Figure 41 Deluxe Distribution skateboarding company using its prominence to help promote and distribute 

Skateism magazine 

 

Queer-Skaters Leading the Way 
 

Queer-skaters are taking control of their own representation, progress, evolution, 

and longevity by starting their own companies and teams. They are no longer willing 

to “have to prove yourself in skateboarding and then come out, the kind of Brian 

Anderson way.”678 The work the ‘mainstream’ heteronormative skateboarding 

industry is doing now to recognize and include queer people and perspectives is 

important and indicative of some degree of an industrial / cultural shift. However, the 

most significant forces signaling effective long-term social change and progress are 

the queer-skaters leading the way forward for themselves and hopefully taking the 

industry / culture with them. Unity founder Jeffrey Cheung concedes that mainstream 

 
678 Jordan, “Queer-Centric Skateboarding.” 
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skateboarding is changing and he notices more support for queer-skaters, “but 

sometimes it's hard to know what their intentions are and if their support is 

genuine.”679 This concern about the sincerity of mainstream support inspired Cheung 

to start Unity as a community project. But now, “after meeting so many amazing 

queer and trans skaters” through Unity meetups, he is taking his project further with 

a more “conventional skateboard company with a team” he calls THERE.680 The 

brand sponsors a team of queer-skaters that met through Unity and, as such, 

remains rather fringe. Leo Baker’s long career in the skateboarding industry and the 

recent spotlight cast on Cher Strauberry gives Glue, the company Baker and 

Strauberry formed with fellow queer-skater Stephen Ostrowski, more prominence.  

 Strauberry shared the same concern as Cheung regarding the commitment 

the mainstream skateboarding industry would give the queer-skaters. After being 

featured in Stroebeck’s CANDYLAND and shooting with Atiba Jefferson she heard 

that major brands like Fucking Awesome or Toy Machine were interested in 

sponsoring her, but she was hesitant to become “some forgotten-about flow person” 

receiving product from brands with little opportunity for advancement onto the formal 

team.681 She thinks of all the skateboarders who avoided her before this recent 

attention from mainstream figures and thinks “Oh now you wanna fuck with me?” 

since she has been given a “check-mark” of approval from people like Stroebeck and 

Jefferson.682 Baker describes their frustration observing the reception to Brian 

Anderson’s coming out and the skateboarding industry and culture being celebrated 

“because they’re all of a sudden accepting Brian? What? No! You get no credit here. 

 
679 Marianne Eloise, “THERE Is the Queer Collective United by a Love of Skating,” Dazed, March 24, 
2020, https://www.dazeddigital.com/fashion/article/48495/1/there-queer-milanese-collective-united-
love-skating-lgbtq-queer. 
680 Eloise. 
681 Jordan, “Queer-Centric Skateboarding.” 
682 Jordan. 
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None.”683 The type of superficial media support Baker, Strauberry, and Ostrowski 

see queer-skaters getting feels fickle because they still lack tangible resources in 

terms of sponsorships and professional status.684 So they made their own company 

to relieve themselves from having their opportunities depend upon the motivations of 

the mainstream industry.  

 Glue released their first video Smut in November 2020 as a reflection of the 

type of skateboarding and skateboarders they want to see. The video is the Glue 

team’s performance of queer futurity. In addition to skateboarding, they include 

footage of Strauberry taking her hormone injections “just to show that you can do it.” 

With a message of futurity, they hope that the next generation watching and learning 

from them “do it bigger and better than the three of us could ever imagine” because 

in their version of skateboarding “you can do whatever you want.”685  

 

Conclusion 
 

Skateboarding has the capacity to create and perform other versions of the world. It 

encourages failure as a means of living outside of normative restrictions and 

presents alternative perceptions and experiences of the world. This gives 

skateboarding a certain queer potential and allows it to project forward with a 

promise of queer futurity. Despite this potential, however, much of the dominant 

skateboarding industry and culture has largely succumbed to the heteronormative 

pressures of traditional sport and society. Nevertheless, groups of queer-skaters are 

recovering the queer potential in skateboarding and calling upon it to construct and 

 
683 Jordan. 
684 Jordan. 
685 Jordan. 
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affirm their identities as simultaneously queer and skaters. They use public spaces, 

clothing, camp, awkward gestures, bizarre tricks, local meetups, photography, 

videos, and magazines to rewire the heteronormative dominance of skateboarding. 

They restructure skateboarding around its queer potential to ‘see’ and ‘do’ beyond 

convention. In this way, the queer potential of skateboarding provides an entry point 

for queer identities. By enacting that potential, the queer-skaters discussed above 

have expanded this theoretical ‘space’ for queering skateboarding and created a 

more literal queer space within skateboarding by establishing more inclusive 

practices, projects, and communities.  

The proliferation of the queer-skater identity is increasingly visible through 

queer involvement in skateboarding at both the grassroots and industry level. 

Through the gathering of everyday queer practices and locations, “a critical mass 

develops … and it becomes a political base.”686 As a result, queer spaces and 

practices in skateboarding are being recognized and mobilized to a greater extent 

than ever before, which not only disrupts but is also redefining skateboarding’s 

heteronormative status quo. By redefining the expectation of heteronormativity, 

queer skateboarders are decentering the practice’s apparent natural order / 

givenness on a larger scale which reassembles the collective towards the production 

of a queer world. Of course, queer utopia is not yet here. This has not been to say 

that skateboarding is now a queer haven or that heteronormativity and homophobia 

are a thing of past. Rather, in this chapter I have shown that powerful political 

failures and gestures of futurity by queer-skaters reveal the queer potential of the 

practice in a way that indicates and preserves the possibility of a queer world. 

  

 
686 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 562–63. 
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Conclusion  
 

I have argued that is possible to compose a queer world and advocated for the 

recovery of queer networks overlooked by the punctualization of heteronormativity. 

Drawing on insights from ANT and queer theory, and by examining the queering of 

skateboarding, I have presented an understanding of queer-world making. The 

combination of ANT and queer theory provides a useful framework for presenting the 

operation of queer communities, even in predominantly heteronormative spaces, and 

understanding their transformative potential. ANT allowed me to expand on the non-

binary and fluid approach of queer theory that benefits from relational interpretations 

of hierarchy, power, and embodiment. Likewise, queer theory provides a more overt 

political direction for ANT analyses that keeps social issues at the forefront of 

network investigations. ANT and queer theory complement and supplement each 

other and allowed me to represent my conclusions about queer influences in 

heteronormative spaces and transformative potentials. This combination also offers 

opportunities for future investigations and interventions into social membership, 

social change, and identity. To conclude, I discuss the implications and future 

directions of my research and how my analysis provides a foundation for continued 

inquiry. 

I used ANT as a conceptual framework to present my arguments as a way to 

frame and evaluate the complex, varied, and perhaps unexpected interactions I 

depict between and across cultures, identities, scenes, settings, and materials. Law 

summarizes ANT as a framework in which  

there is semiotic relationality (it’s a network whose elements define and shape 

one another), heterogeneity (there are different kinds of actors, human and 
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otherwise), and materiality (stuff is there a plenty, not just ‘the social’). There 

is an insistence on process and its precariousness (all elements need to play 

their part moment by moment or it all comes unstuck). There is attention to 

power as an effect (it is a function of network configuration and in particular 

the creation of immutable mobiles), to space and to scale (how it is that 

networks extend themselves and translate distant actors) … And, crucially, it 

is a study of how … how it held together; how it shaped its components; how 

it made a center and peripheries; in short, of how differences were generated 

in a semiotic relational logic.687 

In Part I: Deployment of Heterogeneous Networks, I applied the concepts of 

relationality, heterogeneity, and materiality to analyze the connections between 

agencies and actors and the ways that interactions led to the formation of networks 

of heteronormativity and skateboarding. In Part II: Stabilization Through Translation I 

dealt with process, precariousness, power, space and scale through discussions of 

ordering struggles that arrange and rearrange networks which stabilize and 

destabilize certain relations as dominant or marginal. Finally, in Part III: Composing a 

Collective, I built on the concepts of the previous sections to address the political 

significance of how queer-skaters queer skateboarding.  

 Deployment is a stage where the researcher can get caught in the minutiae of 

identifying network agencies and has led to claims ANT is apolitical. However, it is 

the necessary first step to any ANT analysis. It is imperative to go beyond this phase 

for complete (and significant) research, but politics are certainly still involved in 

tracing networks. There is the potential to demonstrate the way network figurations 

 
687 Law, “Actor Network Theory and Material Semiotics,” 146. 
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create different conditions of possibility. Stabilization addresses the task of producing 

new, or reproducing the same, conditions of possibility afforded by a given 

arrangement. As the center of my thesis, stabilization emphasizes queer connections 

among largely heteronormative domains to interpret opportunities for more queer 

relations to promote a queerer version of the skateboarding network. The 

opportunities generated in stabilization come to fruition in the final stage of 

composition. This stage projects towards the future and what could be beyond the 

earlier phases of outlining what currently is. Composition is perhaps the most 

politically significant stage but each of the prior steps is required to set up and 

explicate the tools of producing a collective. 

As I presented my account of the intersections, and relations, between the 

skateboarding network, queerness and heteronormativity I too engaged in the 

transformation and production of a queer world. Law states that “to describe the real 

is always an ethically charged act” but that a single “act of political will can never, by 

itself, overturn the endless and partially connected webs that enact the real.”688 

However, “this new material semiotics insists that the stories of social theory are 

performative, not innocent. It also assumes that reality is not destiny. With great 

difficulty, what is real may be remade.”689 In my narratives of skateboarding I 

presented new versions of reality held by a variety of audiences. By presenting a 

more visibly queer account of the skateboarding network, especially by outlining 

connections with shared networks like punk, hip hop, and art, my narrative reorders 

the skateboarding network so that it represents a less uniformly heteronormative 

arrangement. My research suggests that there is a movement within skateboarding 

 
688 Law, 155. 
689 Law, 155. 
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that is challenging the heteronormative order. In the language of ANT, the ordering 

struggles ongoing in skateboarding and popular culture are capable of both 

influencing and revising the dominant skateboarding and social networks, as well as 

producing offshoots that appeal to non-normative practitioners and participants and 

that diversifies the meanings, interpretations, and possibilities of skateboarding and 

queer identity.  

 

Implications 

ANT provides a means to intervene in debates about identity, sociability, and 

intersectionality. As a framework that approaches social issues as problems with no 

(or incomplete) solutions, ANT approaches power, agency, subjectivity, and 

normativity in a nuanced way that accounts for complexity, multiplicity, and fluidity. 

This type of perspective supports queer, feminist, and race studies that must handle 

convergences of experiences, influences, politics, and desires. Issues of identity, 

subjectivity, and agency are in the forefront of contemporary consciousness in the 

midst of the Black Lives Matter and Black Trans Lives Matter movements, the rise of 

white supremacist terrorism and conservative backlash against and reversals of 

LGBTQIA+ protections. The premise of rejecting identity, especially one cast upon 

individuals, in order to revolt against, and live outside, an oppressive society offers a 

certain allure, particularly for marginalized individuals. However, previously proposed 

solutions—such as the antisocial queer thesis that asks marginalized individuals to 

accept suffering and suffer more in order to ‘obliterate’ themselves—as well as the 

unrelenting sieges of heteronormativity, white supremacy, classism and/or 

xenophobia, have been particularly destructive of marginalized people.  
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ANT offers a much more hopeful and social intervention that asks us not to 

see identity and subjectivity as wholly oppressive and harmful, but to see the positive 

and affirming experiences that come from attempts to ‘discover’ oneself, sociality, 

and identify with something greater than oneself.690 As such, the goal should be to 

build “a better understanding of what it means to live in the world as an embodied 

creature who can never fully master or understand the parameters of its own 

being.”691 When applied to sexuality, gender, race, migration, class, and so on—and 

especially their intersectionality—ANT offers a response to calls to examine the 

positive and productive aspects of relationality—like the queer-skaters I discussed in 

the final chapter. This thesis makes the point that attachments can be assets and 

even individuals and marginal communities have the agency to manipulate and 

assert their will in transformative ways. 

 

Future Directions 

The idea of using connections to construct individual and collective identities and re-

form hegemonic networks within which such an identity could exist, will guide my 

future research. I am interested in exploring the ways in which the ambiguous and 

active areas at the borders of groups and identities provides a unique setting for 

individuals to construct hybrid selves. This could be the boundary between ‘high’ art 

and ‘low’ culture where Juilliard trained opera singers make careers as drag queens 

to challenge the limits of acceptable volume, expression, creativity, and interpretation 

in the ‘proper’ arts.692 Or it could be the boundary between the physical and the 

digital in which the actions evoked in the player-avatar assemblage actually influence 

 
690 Ruti, “Why There Is Always a Future in the Future,” 116. 
691 Ruti, 117. 
692 RuPaul’s Drag Race, Meet Jasmine Rice Labeija, NYC’s Opera-Singing Queen, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dEiu6EkLbnk&ab_channel=InTheKnow. 
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the player’s behaviors outside of the game immediately after, in their interpersonal 

interactions.693 The intersections between cultures, beings, identities, and entities are 

spaces where meaning is created and contested. They are sites of possibility and 

transformation. As such, these spaces host a utopian potential.  

In his exploration of queer utopianism and futurity, Muñoz describes a 2005 

photography series by Kevin McCarty titled The Chameleon Club.694 McCarty 

situates images of punk clubs next to those of gay bars. He creates a figurative 

threshold between the photos to mimic the physical one from his time at the 

Chameleon Club.695 The Chameleon Club was a punk club that shared a wall with a 

gay bar (Fig. 42).696 A door permitted passage between the two venues and became 

symbolic of McCarty’s intersectional (and at times conflicting) identity as a queer 

punk. “My utopia existed at the doorway on the threshold”, he recalls, “neither space 

at one time and in both simultaneously.”697 I would like to continue the queer 

application of ANT I have used throughout this project that emphasizes the theory’s 

social capacity to investigate the ‘utopian thresholds’ between groups where queer 

subjects do not need to choose between their identities / cultural memberships but 

create and perform communities and identities based on their overlap. Inclusivity and 

visibility, particularly regarding queer / LGBT+ identities, is a major contemporary 

issue and mainstream understandings of sexuality and gender are rapidly 

expanding. With this, the topography of the social order and the arrangements of its 

 
693 Grace S. Yang, L. Rowell Huesmann, and Brad J. Bushman, “Effects of Playing a Violent Video 
Game as Male versus Female Avatar on Subsequent Aggression in Male and Female Players,” 
Aggressive Behavior 40, no. 6 (2014): 537–41, https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21551; Grace S. Yang et 
al., “Effects of Avatar Race in Violent Video Games on Racial Attitudes and Aggression,” Social 
Psychological and Personality Science 5, no. 6 (August 1, 2014): 698–704, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550614528008. 
694 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 101. 
695 Muñoz, 104. 
696 Tom Watson, Fugazi Live Series: Dayton, OH USA 10/04/95, 1995, Photograph, 1995, 
https://www.dischord.com/fugazi_live_series/dayton-oh-usa-100495. 
697 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 105. 
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networks are being transformed as well. In this sense, a large part of social change 

is due to how hybrid individuals continue to challenge what is and produce 

something new.  

 

Figure 42 The punk band Fugazi performing at the hybrid 1470 gay bar and Chameleon Club punk venue in 1995 

 

Final Comments 
 

The significance of my thesis is that reimagining cultures as networks enables 

investigators to trace the indirect connections between groups. By describing this 

version of the ‘real’ I impart my politics and my interpretation of the politics of queer-

skaters into the flow of power relations that enact the social. This technique provides 

a method for marginalized groups to find and establish their desired identities and 

more secure positions, even in power arrangements that render them ‘unintelligible.’ 

It also provides methods of revising such power arrangements. Expanding the 
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boundaries of a network by looking at connections between groups provides an 

alternative figuration to mainstream perceptions of cultures. In Fig. 43 below I 

present a common perception of the commonality between skateboarding and queer 

culture where the shared ground directly overlaps and is generally minimal. 

Conversely, in Fig. 44, I portray skateboarding and queer culture as networks with 

links to one another working through other groups, just as the examples I discussed 

in Part II multiplied the interactions between skateboarding and queer culture. There 

are still many more ways to connect these groups that extend beyond what I was 

able to include in this thesis. 

 

Figure 43 Schematic representation of skateboarding and queer culture 
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Figure 44: Cultural Networks of Skateboarding  

The networks explored in this project needed to be simplified for the sake of 

readability. For instance, I could have drawn out my discussion of Odd Future 

member Tyler, The Creator and hip hop as a connecting force between 

skateboarding and queer culture by linking Tyler to his friend and frequent 

collaborator A$AP Rocky (Fig. 45). Rocky designed a sneaker (the UA SRLo) that 

borrowed heavily from the Osiris D3 skateboarding shoe.698 He was also the rapper 

Iggy Azalea’s boyfriend who is a fan and supporter of drag, having included famous 

queens in her music videos for ‘Sally Walker’ and ‘Started.’699 Likewise, connections 

that straddle groups such as the queer punk art of GB Jones further complicate the 

obvious networks (Fig. 46). Jones published illustrations of lesbian skateboarders in 

her series ‘Tom Girls,’ inspired by the homoerotic art of Tom of Finland in the queer 

 
698 Sam Schube, “Exclusive: A$AP Rocky Tells the Story Behind His New Under Armour Sneaker,” 
GQ, September 13, 2018, https://www.gq.com/story/asap-rocky-under-armour-sneaker-exclusive. 
699 Iggy Azalea, Iggy Azalea - Sally Walker (Official Music Video), 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Gy8eGr7AfM&ab_channel=iggyazaleamusicVEVO; Iggy Azalea, 
Iggy Azalea - Started (Official Music Video), 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=flPCk8Z5XS0&ab_channel=iggyazaleamusicVEVO. 
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punk zine J.D.s.700 Tom of Finland provides other connections between queer culture 

and skateboarding through the Tom of Finland foundation’s relationship with 

skateboarder Brian Anderson as well as their collaborative boards produced with 

Finnish skateboarding company Happy Hour Skateboards.701  

 

Figure 45: Extended Hip Hop Network 

 

Figure 46: Multi-Group Representation 

 
700 Paul P., “Tom Girls - G.B. Jones and Tom of Finland– Canadian Art,” June 19, 2018, 
https://canadianart.ca/essays/tom-girls/; “Riot Grrrls: Homoerotic Tom of Finland-Esque Images, Only 
This Time for the Ladies,” DangerousMinds, February 25, 2016, 
https://dangerousminds.net/comments/riot_grrrls_homoerotic_tom_of_finland-
esque_images_only_this_time_for_the_l. 
701 “Tom of Finland Foundation Cultural Icon Award”; “Just Cruisin’: Happy Hour Skateboards X Tom 
of Finland,” Skateism (blog), February 8, 2018, https://www.skateism.com/just-cruisin-happy-hour-
skateboards-x-tom-finland/. 
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No analysis of networks is ever complete or final. This reflects the central 

theme running through this project: network analysis must allow for and incorporate 

fluidity, nuance, and indeterminacy of relations, resistance, and scale. Throughout 

the examples in this thesis are figures ranging from major celebrities, to cult icons, 

and ordinary audiences or practitioners, who are regularly prompted to reevaluate 

and update their positions on sexuality and gender. They often find themselves 

walking back previous homophobia or transphobia to keep up with the operation of 

norms constantly being resisted and modified. Of course, there are also aspects of 

norms which are reinforced and maintained. Individuals and organizations are still 

negotiating norms and their power, and will always be negotiating changing powers, 

resistances, and orders. An examination of cultural practices, membership, their 

making and remaking is an analysis of moments or snapshots from a particular point 

of view in a multifaceted and everchanging process. Such an analysis must 

acknowledge ephemerality, multiplicity, context, layers and levels to the interactions 

that shape understandings of cultural phenomena. 

In doing this project, my aim was to provide an alternative reading of 

predominantly heteronormative groups in such a way that queers the perception of 

the pervasive dominance of heteronormativity. While heteronormativity is an 

expansive and well-connected network, it also operates among queer relations. 

Heteronormativity, as with all norms and structuring forces, do not envelop society 

but exist within every interaction and relation. This work has highlighted those queer 

connections that work to destabilize the heteronormative order and, by providing a 

queer account of groups like skateboarding, hip hop, punk, and art this thesis has 

also done some of the work to decenter heteronormativity. However, the queer and 

posthuman perspectives on social organization I employed renders issues of power 



255 
 

and resistance more complex. Instead of solutions, mediation should be pursued. As 

above, no “single act of political will” can completely and sufficiently determine the 

course of the social order. Therefore, any attempt at a solution to difficult social 

issues (which, of course, would never be final) must be just as complex, adaptable, 

targeted, and diffuse as the problem itself.  
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