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Any revolutionary project today, whether utopian or realistic, must, if it is 
to avoid hopeless banality, make the reappropriation of the body in 
association with the reappropration of space, into a non-negotiable part 
of its agenda. –H. Lefebvre (The Production of Space, 1991, 116-167) 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 

 In 1972, Richard Hell hit the streets of New York City’s East Village. A torn shirt 

held together by safety pins sagged below his contemptuous sneer and spiked haircut, 

signaling his fuck-it attitude to anyone who happened to look. Floundering for a sense of 

direction during the bleak years of the city’s near-bankruptcy, New York youths latched 

onto Hell’s punk style and attitude. This was the “Blank Generation”—aggressively 

directionless. 

 Situating itself in opposition to the free love and overt political agenda of the 

1960s hippie counterculture, the punk rock wave of the 1970s drew in angry kids from 

working class city families and disillusioned defects from the whitewashed suburbs. 

Instead of the long, rambling songs of ‘60s rock & roll, a few musicians began to strip 

songs back down to their bare chords. They returned to the two-minute song, cut down 

set lengths, sped up the tempo and emphasized power chords. Punk was meant to 

encapsulate the authentic, living struggle of society’s undesirable underdogs, teenage 

angst and all. Characterized by slam dancing, ripped clothing and loud, fast-paced songs, 

punk was about rejecting authority and control. 

 Urban politics can achieve nothing without a spatial emphasis; spatial politics are 

the concrete realization of abstract struggles, dictating the physical shape of 

environments. Since the early 1900s in New York City, the municipal government has 
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partnered with select private interests, such as finance and luxury real estate 

representatives, to retain control of the city’s space. This partnership has shaped the 

streets and buildings of the city, grooming the physical appearance of its center–

Manhattan–to attract a new crop of affluent residents and eradicate those thought to 

detract from the image the city wishes to brand itself with. During the turbulent years of 

the 1970s, New York City youths turned to the blossoming punk rock subculture to both 

render themselves visible despite city officials’ endeavors to erase them from the city 

center, and to stake claim to neighborhoods in Manhattan against the rampant threat of 

increasing property values. 

 I argue that the punk attitude thrust a passionate slash into the spatial 

homogenization of New York City by opening up an avenue for city inhabitants to 

reappropriate urban space from the alienation of property relations. Through their anti-

control and DIY mentality, punks developed the understanding that they did not need to 

conform to the direction of the city’s authority. Furthermore, punk rock linked private 

sentiments with the public streets and venues in which it was shared, allowing the 

subculture to achieve a symbiotic organization of public and private spheres. With this 

organization, punk youths were able to re-politicize the spaces they occupied with their 

dirty, aggressive, obscene punk attitude. In these spaces, punk violence and obscenity 

was able to counteract the “safe and exciting” brand championed by the municipal 

government, effectively deterring gentrification and potential investment. 

 Nevertheless, while punk succeeded in grinding down the gears of the city’s 

urban planning, as evidenced by the slower gentrification of the East Village and the 

Bowery in comparison to the surrounding area, the movement lost its revolutionary 
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potential when it became detached from the spatial context of its origin. When the hyper-

political wave of British punk swept over the U.S. in the late ‘70s and ‘80s, the original 

punk community dissipated along with its claims on the land. Despite the subculture’s 

downfall, left standing is the fact that the punk rock movement carried out a truly 

democratic struggle, wherein its constituents realized their own power to assert 

themselves directly upon the spaces they inhabited. 
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2. Urban Spatial Politics 

 

 In academic and activist circles of urban studies, support has galvanized around 

the “right to the city” concept. Supporters of this right promote the “use value” of urban 

space over the “exchange value,” representing the struggle to pit the rights of urban 

inhabitants (“use value”) against property rights of owners (“exchange value”), especially 

as gentrification poses an ever-growing problem to cities across the globe (Purcell 2013). 

Using the work of Henri Lefebvre, a foundational scholar in the field of urban spatial 

politics, I would like to push this discussion further to imagine a more democratic right to 

the city, characterized by a people’s struggle to overthrow the control of both the state 

and capital rather than the call for stronger rights granted to individuals by the liberal-

democratic state. My project also draws from geographer David Harvey’s political 

economy of public space, which offers broad tools for recognizing how urban planning 

can re-politicize space. However, Harvey is limited in that his theory is based exclusively 

in class tensions between a bourgeoisie and a working class and he implies that a return 

to the city as a body politic must result from a unified working class revolt that 

culminates in a takeover of the state by a vanguard party. Here Lefebvre’s use of “re-

appropriation” steps in, proffering to city inhabitants a prescription for how they might 

each use their own power to reshape the production of space in their daily life, claiming it 

back from the hands of property owners. I argue that punk subculture gave city 

inhabitants the means to make the city their own again, rejecting the municipal 

government’s attempts to homogenize and gentrify the space. The anti-authoritarianism 
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of punk highlights the political potential of the youth’s role in turning a critical eye on 

society and taking governance into their own hands. 

 

2.1. Re-Politicization of Space Through Urban Design 

 David Harvey has drawn parallels between the 19th century reshaping of Paris’ 

Second Empire by Georges-Eugéne Haussmann and the reshaping of New York City 

under city planner Robert Moses during the 20th century. In particular, Harvey grapples 

with Haussmann’s work as a basis for his theory on how urban design and zoning can 

alter the politicization of space. In Paris, the city design hid class tensions by separating 

the bourgeoisie from the working class and uniting public and private space in the city 

center under the pacifying “spectacle of the commodity.” 

 After two decades of revolutionary currents underpinning the tenor of Paris, June 

of 1848 brought the military massacre of working class revolutionaries in the city’s 

boulevards. The same year, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte was democratically elected as 

President of the French Second Republic. He then staged a self-coup in December of 

1851, re-establishing the French Second Empire the next year so as to remain in office. 

He ruled as Emperor until 1870 under the name Napoleon III. During the 1850s and ‘60s, 

city planner Georges-Eugéne Haussmann was charged with the task of remaking Paris to 

boast the imperial splendor desired by its leader, pacify the bourgeoisie through the 

spectacle of luxury commodities, and control the working class with military surveillance 

and physical zoning tactics. Over the course of the “Haussmannization” of Paris, 

industrial activities were expelled to the city’s outskirts and a design criteria was enacted 

for public and private construction on and around the boulevards. 
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 Harvey (2005) argues that the reshaping strategies utilized by Haussmann served 

to depoliticize the city by separating the living quarters of the working and bourgeoisie 

classes and denying working class folks access to the boulevards so as to minimize 

contact between the two populations. Of course, this “depoliticization” is better described 

as a re-politicization in that it performed the very political act of hiding class tensions to 

prevent civilian uprising. Spontaneous heterogeneity was intentionally reduced, and the 

lack of opportunities for cross-class encounters in the public was “felt by many to have a 

deleterious political effect because the bourgeoisie no longer had contact and therefore 

lost its sense of obligation to and moral influence over the lower class” (Harvey 2005, 5). 

 Key to Harvey’s argument is the symbiotic organization of public and private 

space; political channels are only available when there is unity between the two and each 

validates the other. In the case of Paris, alignment of the bourgeoisie pubic and private 

spheres was achieved by Haussmann via the fetishization of commodities. Part of the 

city’s restructuring was aimed at facilitating free circulation of capital—money, 

commodities and people—within the space (Harvey 2005, 7). Haussmann and Napoleon 

III used public space and resources to serve private profit. Department stores were built 

on the boulevards, enticing women in particular to purchase the luxury items that 

gleamed through store windows. As the piles of commodities inside of department stores 

became their own “spectacle,” the fetishization was realized (Harvey 2005, 8). Through 

this fetishization and the openness of department store windows on the boulevard, the 

boundary between public and private spaces softened and the spectacle of the commodity 

as able to dominate across both spheres as the unifying factor between the two. Citizens 

themselves were transformed by the spectacle into nothing more than spectators and 
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consumers. Their politics were rendered passive under the weight of the commodity, a 

second arm of Haussmann’s de-politicization of the city. This worked as long as the 

public space was militarily controlled from uprisings of the poor population. 

 Meanwhile, relational connectivity between the public and private spheres was 

played out much differently in the working class area of the city. The working class was 

crowded into small living spaces and forced to either eat meals cooked collectively in 

house or visit small eating and drinking establishments on the streets. These 

establishments became “centers of sociality and politics” (Harvey 2005, 12). The street 

life was crowded and animated, and the bourgeois, feeling insecure, opted to stay away. 

The rowdiness of the working class section of the city fostered the growth of oppositional 

political sentiments which later fed into the radical Paris Commune of 1871. Dance halls 

and restaurants became public meeting places, political agitation spread, and the 

bourgeois hegemony was challenged. The cultivation of a working class oppositional 

political collective would not have been possible without the symbiosis between public 

and private spaces. And the symbiosis of the working class public and private spaces was 

able to be political and social because the spectacle of commodities was not a dominating 

and distracting presence in this area. Irrepressible by the spectacle of commodities, the 

working class could only be pacified and controlled by military spies and police. 

 Harvey’s analysis rings true in New York City, where the city’s design has 

created segregation by class. Aiming to portray New York as safe and exciting to tourists, 

potential investors and affluent prospective residents, the municipal government 

partnered with urban planner Robert Moses and an elite group of finance and luxury real 

estate interests to clean up Manhattan’s image. Through a series of highway constructions 
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and “urban renewal” projects, “blighted” neighborhoods were destroyed and lower 

income families, considered to detract from the brand the city wanted to project, were 

pushed into the outer boroughs. Cross-class contact, ripe with political potential, was 

eliminated when the public space was restructured into homogeneity. Lost was the city as 

a “body politic” (Harvey 2005, 7). 

 In my argument for punk attitude as an avenue for city inhabitants to stake claim 

to urban space, I utilize Harvey’s concept of a symbiosis between public and private 

space. As a cultural and musical medium that shared the private emotions of its adherents 

in the public spaces of streets and bars, punk spanned a unity between public and private 

spheres that gave it the potential to re-politicize the spaces it occupied. But as a new 

wave of British punk music swept the U.S. and many of the New York bands went on 

tour, punk subculture lost the spatial context of its origin and the original punk 

community dissipated along with its claim on streets of Manhattan. 

 Where Harvey’s state-focused, top-down approach to urban spatial politics misses 

the mark in the case of New York City is in the limitations he places on how 

revolutionary action can be achieved. In Paris, a relatively homogenous working class 

was packed tightly into the city’s outskirts. United under shared economic and class 

resentment of the bourgeoisie, the working class was able to (temporarily) seize control 

of the state in one fell swoop during the Paris Commune. I argue that this romanticization 

of the working class as a homogenous, unified body lacks the nuance of a contemporary 

city like New York. New York City’s outer boroughs are separate from one another and 

the working class is not only physically spread out, but also divided across lines of race, 

gender, culture and ideology. Harvey’s view also disregards the revolutionary potential in 
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acts smaller than a vanguard party takeover. Is revolution still possible when the city’s 

inhabitants, especially its working class, have diversified interests and desires? 

 

2.2. Appropriation and Production of Space 

 In contrast to Harvey, Henri Lefebvre’s “right to the city” offers a bottom-up 

approach to revolutionary action that heeds the nuances of the lives and desires of city 

inhabitants. He encourages city inhabitants to “appropriate” city space so as to take back 

what is rightfully theirs and undo the alienation of property relations. Lefebvre’s right to 

the city stresses that revolution is about spatial politics, not just state level change or 

ownership of the means of production: “The transformation of society presupposes a 

collective ownership and management of space founded on the permanent participation 

of the ‘interested parties,’ with their multiple, varied and even contradictory interests” 

(1991 [1974], 422). He sees the “interested parties” to be those who “actively inhabit 

space in the course of their daily lives” (Purcell 2013, 148). 

 Lefebvre distinguishes between the city, which represents the contemporary 

capitalist city and “the urban,” which is a space for encounter and connection, nurturing 

use value over the desires of property owners (Lefebvre 1996, 67-68). He views the city 

to be an impoverished version of the urban, partly because of its assertion of the primacy 

of exchange value. When property rights dominate over other claims to space, the 

production of space is driven by the needs of property owners. Like Harvey, Lefebvre 

mentions the residential segregation of cities, where users are separated and stored in 

“sterilized spaces” (Purcell 2013, 149). He calls these spaces “habitat,” which prevents 

users from encountering one another in the urban (Lefebvre 2003 [1970], 109). The 
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primacy of exchange value allows property rights to separate the land from its 

community of users. When land use is decided upon without consideration for the 

surrounding community, the land becomes alienated from its inhabitants. In order to “de-

alienate” urban space, inhabitants must struggle to “appropriate” the city space, making it 

their own since it is properly theirs (Lefebvre 1996, 174). Appropriation runs contrary to 

expropriation, which is what property owners perform when they alienate the space from 

its inhabitants. By managing the space themselves, inhabitants appropriate the city and 

the production of its space. Appropriation will reorient the city back to the urban in an 

affirmation that the city belongs to those who inhabit it. 

 The reorientation of the city to the urban requires real and active participation 

from city users and a consequent widespread political awakening for a majority of 

people. Lefebvre calls this a “renewal of political life,” and he hopes that “new forces 

enter into action, come together, and bear down on the established order” so as to 

“accomplish democratically a project that has been abandoned,” the dictatorship of the 

proletariat (1990, 37). The proletariat dictatorship is a Marxist-Leninist vision of the 

withering away of the state. Lefebvre endorses this idea due to his support of decisions 

being controlled by the majority of society, but also warns of “the Stalinist distortion,” or 

the glorification of the state “as a machine elevated above society” (2009, 86). He fears 

that bourgeois minority rule could be replaced with bureaucratic minority rule by a 

monstrous state socialism. Instead, Lefebvre pursues the idea of autogestion, translatable 

as “self-management.” Autogestion is a rejection of a managerial class with full 

responsibility in favor of the “decentralization of control to autonomous local units” 

(Purcell 2013, 147). This is in all areas of life, not just inside of the workplace, and 
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requires a “great awakening” on the part of regular people (Lefebvre 2009, 135; 2003 

[1970], 27). Autogestion comes spontaneously from below to seize control and refuses 

political passivity (such as that which plagued the 19th century Paris bourgeoisie). As 

people come to realize their own power, they realize that they are capable of managing 

society on their own. Both autogestion and the right to the city are pieces of what 

Lefebvre calls his new “contract of citizenship,” which he sees as being capable of 

“recaptur[ing] a revolutionary potential from the project of rights” (Purcell 2013, 146). 

For Lefebvre, rights are the outcome of political struggle and collective claims made by 

citizens, which is a step along the journey to the collective self-governing of society. 

 I find Lefebvre’s right to the city to be a much more fitting means for 

disenfranchised city inhabitants to claim urban space than Harvey’s working class 

takeover of the state. This is especially true in New York City, where the working class is 

fragmented both physically and ideologically, rendering its constituents unlikely to unite 

for a revolt under mere economic reasoning. Like Lefebvre, I argue for incremental 

action—revolution in revolutionary acts. As city users begin to appropriate the land that 

is rightfully theirs, a patchwork transfer of power is stitched into the space, perhaps 

returning the city to the urban and throwing off the control of both capital and the state. It 

must be noted, however, that Lefebvre’s patchwork power shift runs the risk of 

fragmenting revolutionary action, an effect that detracted from the political potential of 

New York’s punk rock subculture. 

 This thesis argues that the beginnings of the punk rock movement during the late 

‘60s and ‘70s in New York City provided a way for urban inhabitants to appropriate 

space in the Lefebvrian sense, especially in lower Manhattan. The appropriative potential 
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of punk was its propensity to definitively declare its own aesthetic—dirty, aggressive, 

obscene, punk—in a highly visible manner in response to the municipal government’s 

pressure on New York towards achieving and maintaining the world-class aesthetic of a 

safe, modern city. Punk took root primarily in the East Village and the Bowery, 

effectively cinching hold of a piece of Manhattan and refusing to be pushed to the outer 

boroughs. As punk dug its heels into the land, the East Village and the Bowery were 

slower to gentrify than surrounding neighborhoods. Furthermore, the anti-control attitude 

of punk taught its participants that they were free to take the conditions of their 

existences into their own hands; absent was the need to be managed by someone else. 

This thesis also seeks to contribute to Lefebvre and Harvey’s theories of urban spatial 

politics by exhibiting the significant role that youth subculture plays in the spatial 

distribution of cities. Throughout history, the youth have retained a special position in 

society as its critics, those meant to step back from and turn a curious eye on its 

normative routines and assumptions. 
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3. A Spatial History of New York City 

 

 New York’s municipal government has a deep history of utilizing urban planning 

policies and construction projects as a method of social control aimed at reshaping the 

city space and administering an unofficial aesthetic criterion for the physical structures 

and people that inhabit the space. As did Georges-Eugéne Haussmann in 20th century 

Paris, New York City’s urban planning commissioners used public space and money to 

increase the value of private property and investment in the city center. Buildings, 

neighborhoods and people deemed unrepresentative of the “clean and safe” aesthetic that 

the municipal government sought to promote in Manhattan were either pushed to the 

city’s outer boroughs or exterminated completely. This trend was hugely amplified 

during the 1970s when New York City was flirting with bankruptcy and desperately 

clawing for a path back to prestige. It was during this time, with much of the working 

class living in racially-separated communities in the outer boroughs and the municipal 

government aggressively monitoring the image of Manhattan, that a cluster of young, 

exceptionally unclean punks emerged and laid claim to streets of lower Manhattan. 

 Through a series of construction projects and rezoning acts, New York City’s 

municipal government partnered with private interests to deindustrialize valuable, 

centrally-located land and eradicate low-income communities. Dating as far back as the 

Great Depression, a group of powerful elites tied to the FIRE (finance, insurance and real 

estate) industries formed the Regional Plan Association (RPA) and began to influence 

city planning. They pushed for the de-industrialization of the city in order to increase the 

profitability of their real estate holdings by converting space occupied by manufacturing 
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operations into large office buildings and luxury housing (Fitch 1993). De-

industrialization policy, such as the 1961 Zoning Resolution implementation that divided 

the city into residential, commercial and manufacturing areas, caused hundreds of blue-

collar workers to lose their jobs (Fitch 1993). 

 The infamous and powerful city planner Robert Moses, a known racist with a 

disdain for poverty, complimented the RPA’s goals with his widespread “urban renewal” 

project—nicknamed “Negro removal” project by James Baldwin.1 The scope of Moses’ 

influence was enlarged by the 1949 Housing Act. The Act expanded the definition of 

eminent domain to allow private property to be designated “blight,” then seized by the 

government to be turned over to private individuals for profit-making developments 

(Moss 2017). Resolving to improve the economic livelihood of the city, the commanding 

planner demolished entire “slum” communities and replaced them with large planned 

developments, destroying community and city vitality in his wake (“Robert Moses” 

2016). Moses also had an obsession with highways and automobile travel. Downtown 

businesses and properties feared the negative effects of traffic congestion on their 

business and property values, so Moses saw highways as the solution to keep 

Manhattan’s economic viability high by providing rapid automobile access to downtown 

sites without the congestion (Brown 2005). The belt highway system he completed 

during the 1940s and 1950s slashed lines around and through the city’s outer boroughs, 

an effect Moses excused due to the system’s supposed importance to the city and nation’s 

economic well-being (Caro 1974; Moses 1951). In 1941, for example, the Gowanus 

Parkway was constructed directly through the heart of Brooklyn’s Sunset Park, a 

                                                   
1 Baldwin first made this statement publicly in a 1962 interview with Dr. Kenneth Clark in the television 
program “Perspectives: Negro and the American Promise.” 
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neighborhood deemed by Moses “a slum” not worth saving (Freilla 2004; Caro 1974). In 

1955, the Cross-Bronx Expressway bisected the Bronx, displacing 5,000 families and 

severing community ties. Originally proposed in 1941 was the Lower Manhattan 

Expressway (LOMEX), a 10-lane superhighway that would have cut through SoHo and 

Little Italy, displacing nearly 2,000 families and over 800 businesses.2 The plan was 

ultimately turned down in 1962 as a result of widespread public disapproval. In 1961, 

Moses claimed that a 14-block area in the West Village was a “blighted” slum that 

needed to be torn down and redeveloped. Again, a public outcry crushed the plan. All of 

Moses’ construction projects funneled the urban built environment towards creating a 

Manhattan that appeared as a clean, shining model of a world-class city so as to protect 

and recruit business prospects to the area. 

 Precipitated by the 1973 dip in the national economy and compounded by the 

decline in manufacturing and flight of the white middle class tax base to the suburbs, 

New York City spiraled into economic and political chaos. By the mid-70s, the city was 

at least $5 billion in debt. Mayor Abe Beame appealed to Washington to back its bonds, 

but President Gerald Ford took a hard line and declared before the National Press Club in 

October of 1975 that the city’s “day of reckoning” had come, promising to veto any 

bailout. The next day, the New York Daily News’ front page read “Ford to City: Drop 

Dead.” Banks and investors, wary of the economic mayhem, stopped providing loans to 

the city. An Emergency Financial Control Board was created to manage the city’s 

finances and a period of severe economic austerity ensued (Phillips-Fein 2017). New 

Yorkers mourned the decease of the “Great Society” years, as social services shuddered 

                                                   
2 See Appendix A, map of LOMEX proposal. 
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to a halt. Serious budget cuts triggered widespread job loss in the public service sector, an 

increase in transit fares and the imposition of a tuition for CUNY. Civil peace began to 

wane. Students of CUNY took to the streets in demonstration and unions protested with a 

threat of general strike in 1975. 

 The city’s image was tarnished by bankruptcy, high crime rates, the police 

union’s “Welcome to Fear City” campaign of 1975, the looting and rioting episode of the 

1977 blackout and arson in the Bronx. This unfavorable reputation deterred both tourism 

and investment in the city by FIRE elites (Soffer 2010). When Mayor Ed Koch took 

office in 1978, he set out to lure a wealthier stock of people back to the city and rebrand 

New York as safe and exciting. Koch was heard declaring at a cocktail party in 1984, 

“We’re not catering to the poor anymore…there are four other boroughs they can live in. 

They don’t have to live in Manhattan” (as quoted by Menking 2001). In order to create 

the desired positive image of the city, the municipal government piped public money into 

aggressive advertisement (Greenberg 2008). The Association for a Better New York 

began the Big Apple campaign in 1971, and the year after its bail-out, New York State 

hired Wells Rich Greene advertising agency to initiate a state-sanctioned marketing 

campaign (Greenberg 2008). Graphic designer Milton Glaser created the city’s famous I 

♥ NY logo3 in 1977, which was marketed heavily to tourists. In the early 1980s, the 

state’s Department of Commerce put out an “I Love New York” television commercial 

series that featured celebrities proclaiming why they love New York. Sure enough, a 

1979 New York Times Magazine story announced the arrival of a new class of affluent 

young professionals flocking into the city center, driving up the cost of rent and 

                                                   
3 See Appendix B, image of logo. 
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homogenizing the aesthetic of previously diverse neighborhoods: “[The Upper West 

Side] is becoming as sterile as the East Side. People don’t hang out on the stoops 

anymore, and everyone is beginning to look the same,” complained a young lawyer 

interviewed for the story (“The New Elite and an Urban Renaissance” 1979). This quote 

exemplifies Harvey’s prediction that an urban design of separation will minimize 

encounters between people of different classes and backgrounds, hiding diversity of lives 

and perspectives from the city space. 

 During the mid- to late 1970s, populations deemed undesirable by the city 

government were under an intertwined aesthetic and spatial threat; the city was being 

cleaned up to rebrand itself to tourists and potential investors, and an army of affluent 

professionals began to move in, driving up rents and pushing lower income people to the 

outer boroughs. Urban renewal scholar Asher Ghertner calls this upholding of an 

aesthetic norm by state power the “rule by aesthetic” (Ghertner 2015). Out of the threat of 

this rule arose a group of young, rowdy punks, vehemently rejecting control and its 

homogenizing effects. 
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4. Punk Rock as Appropriation of Space in Manhattan 

 

 With the cost of rent rising in New York and the municipal government’s desired 

image of a clean and safe city homogenizing the aesthetic of Manhattan, punk youths 

were determined not to be pushed out. They asserted their presence by occupying streets 

and venues in lower Manhattan, making these spaces look and feel like the exact 

antithesis of the city’s desired brand. The movement conglomerated around the East 

Village and the Bowery, where prices were still cheap enough that the young iconoclasts 

could afford rent (Moore and Coley 2008). The Bowery in particular was known for its 

seedy, dangerous character. Bums, prostitutes, murderers and drunks littered the smelly 

streets and dives (Moss 2017). As the pioneers of the punk scene claimed streets and bars 

of lower Manhattan with their obscenity, violence, dirtiness, drug use and aggression, 

they exemplified Henri Lefebvre’s hope that city inhabitants can appropriate space from 

the primacy of exchange value, thus producing the space in their own reflection. The anti-

control and DIY mentality of punk subculture instilled within its constituents the 

understanding that they had the power to take the conditions of their lives into their own 

hands, rather than succumbing to the direction of a managerial elite. Furthermore, punk 

rock united private sentiment with the public spaces in which it was shared, thus 

establishing a symbiotic organization of public and private spheres. This symbiosis 

enabled punk subculture to re-politicize the spaces it inhabited into a highly visible 

reflection of the obscene and aggressive punk attitude, countering the sterilization and 

spatial homogenization engineered by city officials. 
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4.1. Anti-Control and DIY Mentality Encourages Self-Management 

 The overriding characteristic of punk rock was its desire to wage war on control, 

be it the social order of society, the aesthetic order of the city, police order or parental 

control. This utter repudiation of control, which could easily be filed away as mere teen 

angst and rebellion, was actually a crucial element of the political potential that the punk 

rock movement held in New York City. Through their criticism of authority and 

professionalism, punks realized that they did not have to succumb to the rule of authority 

figures or the common order of society, a pivotal component of Lefebvre’s new “contract 

of citizenship.” With the thrilling realization that they could do anything they wanted, 

they had the power to take back streets and bars of Manhattan, producing the space as 

their own against the municipal government’s endeavor to maintain control over the 

city’s aesthetic. 

 Punk rock had no cohesive consolidation of a set of political desires or 

prescriptions. Rather, punk’s cohesion was that it stood as a negative, a rejection of 

everything. Legs McNeil, co-founder of Punk magazine explains that: 

Punk was like, This is new, this is now, the apotheosis, powerful. But it 
wasn’t political. I mean, maybe that is political. I mean, the great thing 
about punk was that it had no political agenda. It was about real freedom, 
personal freedom. It was also about doing anything that’s gonna offend a 
grown-up. Just being as offensive as possible. Which seemed delightful, 
just euphoric. Be the real people we are. (as quoted by McNeil and 
McCain 1996, 331) 

The subculture’s refusal to be integrated challenged hierarchies of power in New York 

City. During the late ‘60s and ‘70s, top-down control by authority figures was a strong 

trend in the United States. Nixon’s war on drugs directed the police order that was being 

used to control black and anti-war left populations: “All the forces of law and order were 
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galvanized in those early years of the Nixon administration… with a very strong antidrug, 

antiyouth, law-and-order message” (Danny Fields4 as quoted by McNeil and McCain 

1996, 80). Since the radical tendencies of music and subculture posed a threat to the 

social order, the government was out to eradicate youth dissent. This attempted squashing 

of dissent was met by members of punk subculture with anger about the lack of freedom 

of expression: “If it were a perfect world, and you could say ‘fuck’ all over the radio, 

then what would the revolution be about?” (Danny Fields as quoted by McNeil and 

McCain 1996, 63). 

 Despite the negative quality of the punk attitude, its DIY sensibility was the 

creative force responsible for encouraging its constituents to take their lives into their 

own hands. This sensibility taught youths that they could break out of the typical labor 

pattern: “Patti [Smith] had gone to teachers college and was gonna be a teacher, but then 

she made the leap out of the New Jersey working-class life. At the time I didn’t realize 

you could do that. I didn’t realize that being an artist was better than being a home 

economics teacher” (Penny Arcade5 as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 111). Once 

shown that it was possible to refuse integration into the social order, the myth of 

professionalism was dissolved for punk youths. They began to understand that they did 

not need permission from a higher authority to step into whatever position they sought to 

fill in the world, especially when it came to forming a band. The New York Dolls 

initiated the wave of amateur punk rock bands: “People who saw the Dolls said, ‘Hell, 

anybody can do this’” (David Johansen6 as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 128). 

                                                   
4 Employee of Elektra Records and Atlantic Records, manager of the Stooges and the Ramones. 
5 Performance artist and figure in of the punk scene.  
6 Lead singer of the New York Dolls. 
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For Richard Hell, “I thought it took some skill to play a musical instrument, and I didn’t 

have any. But [Tom Verlaine] showed me [how simple it was] and that sealed it” 

(Richard Hell as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 85). The Ramones, too, hardly 

knew how to play their instruments when they grouped up. Of their first rehearsal, Dee 

Dee Ramone confessed: “I had no idea how to tune a guitar and only knew the E chord… 

It took [Joey] two hours to get the drum set ready… We stopped after the first song and I 

looked over at Joey and he didn’t have the stool on the drum stand. He was just sitting on 

the point” (as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 204). Joey shot back: “When Dee 

Dee would start singing, he would stop playing the guitar, because he couldn’t sing and 

play at the same time” (Joey Ramone as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 204). The 

punk DIY mentality was a creative force in pioneering a new type of existence that had 

not been readily available to youths: one of true freedom of expression that contradicted 

the municipal government’s controlled rule by aesthetics.  

 The DIY attitude poked fun at and holes into the professionalism of New York 

City’s managerial class, which included government figures and elite business 

representatives. When questioned about the insinuations of his album title “Blank 

Generation,” Richard Hell reported: “It’s the idea that you have the option of making 

yourself anything you want, filling in the blank. And that’s something that provides a 

uniquely powerful sense to this generation. It’s saying ‘I entirely reject your standards for 

judging my behavior’” (as quoted by Goldberg 1982). Rather than adhering to the 

standards set by those in power, punk youths repudiated both the standards and those who 

set them. This repudiation amounted to an (anti-political) political awakening on the part 

of punk youths as they engaged in Lefebvre’s democratic project of the renewal of 
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political life by “com[ing] together and bear[ing] down on the established order” (1990, 

37). 

 

4.2. Symbiosis Between Public and Private Spheres Re-Politicizes Space 

with Punk Attitude 

 Punk rock, underlain with the emotional expression of its followers, drew private 

sentiments out to be shared in public spaces and was thus able to achieve a symbiotic 

organization of public and private spheres. This organization lent itself to a re-

politicization of the streets and venues it occupied. In neighborhoods of lower Manhattan, 

the punk attitude of rebellion, aggression, obscenity and dissent replaced the 

politicization of sterilization and political passivity previously engineered through the 

class and racial segregation of Robert Moses’ urban design. As the punk attitude 

materialized in the streets, bars and clubs of specific patches of lower Manhattan, it was 

able to stake claim to those spaces in a highly visible and animated manner. 

 During the 1970s, inhabitants of New York City were streamlined under the effect 

of the urban design. Jerry Nolan, former drummer for the New York Dolls and the 

Heartbreakers, points out that “New York really wasn’t a meeting ground for anybody 

then. You did your shit, then went back home again. But the Diplomat Hotel and the 

Mercer Arts Center7 brought everyone together” (as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 

127).  Disco, hip-hop and punk all emerged in New York during this time, and music 

venues gave city folks spaces to come together, intermingling and creating contact with 

                                                   
7 Some of the seeds of the punk rock scene came out of New York Dolls shows, played at The Diplomat 
and Mercer Arts Center. The Mercer Arts Center collapsed in 1973. 
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one another. Punk shows in particular were collective expressions of shared emotion. 

Punk rock concerts were not to be silently watched from the safe, distant position of a 

chair; members of the audience were expected to slam-dance, yell, get close to the 

musicians and be part of the whole show, not just passive listeners. Rock & roll is about 

losing control, photographer Bob Gruen claims, “You’re not supposed to sit in your seat 

and be aware of everything that happens. You’re supposed to have a chaotic experience” 

(as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 362). The embodied nature of punk rock turned 

the bars and clubs that hosted its concerts into spaces of chaos and aggression, securing 

punk’s appropriation of these spaces. 

 The scene revolved heavily around CBGB bar and Max’s Kansas City nightclub, 

with other hot spots including the Mercer Arts Center, Club 82, the Great Gildersleeves, 

Anderson Theater (CBGB’s 2nd Ave theatre), the Palladium and the Bottom Line. These 

bars conglomerated around the Bowery, all located between Mercer St. and 2nd Avenue. 

CBGB marked the southern end, nestled just above E. 1st St., and Max’s Kansas City 

jutted just to the north in Gramercy, the only of these hubs to be situated above E. 14th St. 

Once claimed by the punk scene, the bars themselves became known for the obscenity 

they housed. CBGB, “a dive the size of a subway toilet with approximately the equivalent 

salubrious atmosphere,” was particularly grimy, with no doors on the bathroom stalls and 

dog shit perpetually on the ground (Kent 1976). If you entered the space, you might be 

condemned to watch Dead Boys vocalist and guitarist Stiv Bators receive a blowjob 

onstage during a concert and then hang himself with his belt from an overhead pipe 

(McNeil and McCain 1996, 261-62). Or perhaps you would be splattered by blood or 

vomit flung from the Stooges’ lead singer Iggy Pop. Alan Vega, lead singer for Suicide, 
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recalls watching Iggy Pop dive off the stage during a concert, landing on concrete and 

cutting himself up with a broken guitar (McNeil and McCain 1996, 73). 

 The punk attitude leaked out of bars and onto streets as rambunctious youths 

crowded in front of their favorite spots.8 Fights broke out often, littering the streets with 

broken bottles and spilled blood. Drug use was also prevalent. These rowdy kids were 

known to roam the streets of the East Village, knocking down trashcans (McNeil and 

McCain 1996, 331). Crawling with tattered youth, these spaces were taken over by 

aggression, obscenity, violence, drug use and dirtiness until the spaces themselves began 

to physically represent the punk attitude. In 1975, cartoonist John Holmstrom, publisher 

Ged Denn and “resident punk” Legs McNeil teamed up to start Punk magazine. To 

announce the magazine’s launch, they plastered the city with posters that read, “WATCH 

OUT! PUNK IS COMING!” (McNeil and McCain 1996, 229). These posters, along with 

masses of peeling announcements for upcoming shows illustrate how the punk attitude 

demanded its own place on the streets.9 As the symbiotic connection between public and 

private spheres re-politicized these streets and venues, it also worked to temporarily 

protect the spaces from the threat of gentrification. As one resident of the Bowery 

adjudicated in a 1977 NY Times article, “Only the area’s unsavory reputation is 

containing its growth” (“A New Life for the Bowery”). Streets stained with the repugnant 

handiwork of the punk attitude were not viewed by affluent prospective residents as 

decent places to live. While most neighborhoods in Manhattan were subjected to the 

primacy of exchange value, the Bowery and East Village remained vulnerable to use 

value claims by their inhabitants. 

                                                   
8 See Appendix C, photo taken outside of CBGB. 
9 See Appendix D, photo taken outside of St. Mark’s Place. 
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 The hyper-visibility of punk subculture also stimulated contact between different 

groups of people that were previously separated by the city’s intentional spatial 

homogenization, returning spontaneous heterogeneity to public spaces. Unlike 

participants in disco or drag, who tended to reserve their subcultural style for visits to 

specific venues and clubs, punks were punk all of the time; they wore their attitude and 

style wherever they went, reshaping the aesthetic of the space they inhabited to include 

themselves. This transformed the streets and other public areas into sites of encounter, 

aligning with activist Jane Jacobs’ call for sidewalks as spaces of contact (1961). Each 

glance passed between dissimilar varieties of people in the streets chipped away at the 

sterilization of class outlined by Harvey. 

 Style was an integral aspect of punk subculture’s visibility. Richard Hell, best 

known for inventing the spiked haircut and ripped shirt look, consciously helped to create 

the style that embodied the punk attitude.10 For Hell, fashion was never just about the 

appearance, but rather was always to signify a greater meaning: 

It was a great feeling just to stand for something just by walking down the 
street. I stood for poverty, apathy, and (aggressive) honesty… Though I 
suppose clothes and hairstyle can’t bear the weight of too much meaning, I 
believe that the message of honesty was successfully conveyed by 
exaggerating the poor condition of my wardrobe, as if to say to a passerby, 
“I am unique, great, and flaunt the poverty you would rather I disguised.” 
(“Notes on Junk/Rock,” 7-8) 

Hell’s style proclaimed that he had no intention of submitting to the municipal 

government’s aesthetic rule. He forced those he passed on the street to reconcile with the 

fact that he was an unglamorous, unclean symbol of poverty, regardless of how 

uncomfortable the encounter may have made people feel. Hell’s rebuff of the city’s 

                                                   
10 See Appendix E, photo of Richard Hell. 



26 

aesthetic preference detracted from the municipal government and elite business 

representatives’ ability to control the space. It also afforded legitimacy to populations not 

representative of the image that New York wished to project of itself. Hell had latched 

onto the power of fashion as symbol: “The challenge to hegemony which subcultures 

represent is not issued directly by them. Rather it is expressed obliquely in style. The 

objections are lodged, the contradictions displayed, at the profoundly superficial level of 

appearances: that is at the level of signs” (Hebdige 1979, 17). Put together, the torn 

clothes, spiked hair, chains and leather of punk style created a symbol that sent a message 

to the city at large. 

 The timbre of punk style owed also to Patti Smith: “Some people thought Patti 

was this ugly girl, you know, when ugly was a sin. But she wasn’t ugly, it was just that 

nobody looked like that then… She had this look that was completely her own, which in 

retrospect was a precursor of the whole punk thing” (Penny Arcade as quoted by McNeil 

and McCain 1996, 102). Before Patti’s rise in fame, she and her partner Robert 

Mapplethorpe would be stopped by the bouncer at the door of Max’s Kansas City 

nightclub. Clad in dirty, ripped clothes, no bra and unkept hair, Patti would sit with 

Robert on the curb in front of Max’s and talk to everyone as they came and went.11 Leee 

Childers, photographer and manager of the Heartbreakers, revealed his respect for her 

behavior: “I admired Patti’s guts to sit there and say ‘This is where I want to go, and if 

they don’t let me in, I’m just going to sit out front.’ It was very punk attitude way before 

there was a punk attitude” (as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 108). Rather than 

conforming to the aesthetic standard set by the club, Smith publicized her own 

                                                   
11 See Appendix F, photo of Patti Smith. 
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contradictory aesthetic by sitting on the curb and allowing passersby to gawk at her. In 

forcing herself onto the streets, she as able to reshape the fabric of the streets themselves. 

 The symbiotic unity between public and private spheres that punk subculture 

managed to claim and re-politicize with its rebellious, obscene attitude lifted the 

floodgates to a political channel that wiped the homogenous sterilization out of the streets 

of the East Village and the Bowery. Punk attitude’s shared emotion and aggression 

melted the passivity that had settled into the city’s separated neighborhoods. By inflicting 

their style onto the public space of the streets, punks like Richard Hell, Patti Smith and 

the founders of Punk magazine struck a well of potential to spread their attitude to like-

minded individuals and let it propagate into a larger form of spontaneous contestation. 

Moreover, by contesting New York City’s consolidation of the world-class aesthetic, 

punks posed a challenge to centers of power that dictated the rule by aesthetics. 
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5. Dissipation of Punk’s Political Potential 

 

 Like any good rock star, punk subculture burned bright and fast, its political 

potential dissipating by the early ‘80s. The genre is generally lamented as having been 

lost to commodification, its revolutionary potential sucked up by “hip” capitalism and fed 

back into the social order. Political analyst Thomas Frank claims contrarily that the 

counterculture has never been free of commodification, but is instead co-produced with 

capitalism. I argue in a slightly different direction: punk’s revolutionary potential was 

lost when it became detached from the spatial context that gave it power in the first place. 

As the genre gained popularity and moved away from its specific location and context, its 

relevance to those who started it decreased. It shifted away from being a bottom-up 

struggle over physical space, turning instead into a quasi-top-down attitude with little 

context and more anonymity. Even further, a piece of punk’s political potential never 

completely realized; because the subculture denounced civil rights movements and 

maintained a vastly white composition, it failed to fully break down the intentional 

sterilization and separation engineered by New York City’s urban design. 

 

5.1. Loss of Spatial Context 

 As the story goes, punk was an uncorrupted, purely authentic youth movement 

until it was co-opted by its commodification, ergo losing its authenticity. Ex-punks and 

punk wannabes tend to press this story, remembering punk rock as “hip” and all else as 

“phony” (McNeil and McCain 1996, 297). As the scene got more polluted, some avow, 
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CBGB’s became packed with “tourists,” “slumming—in the Bowery” (Duncan Hannah12 

as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 368). Capitalism was perceived to be antithetical 

to the authentic, so its phony force is viewed to have siphoned the subculture back into 

the phony social and economic order. Thomas Frank breaks down this romanticization of 

the counterculture. He contends that capitalism colludes with counterculture, rather than 

running in opposition. By almost every account, Frank declares, “the counterculture, as a 

mass movement distinct from the bohemians that preceded it, was triggered at least as 

much by developments in mass culture as changes at the grass roots” (2000, 8). Contrary 

to the belief that American businesses imagined the counterculture as an enemy or threat 

to consumer culture, Frank points out that the tone of American capitalism itself is 

constantly changing and had welcomed the counterculture as an ally: “If American 

capitalism can be said to have spent the 1950s dealing in conformity and consumer 

fakery, during the decade that followed, it would offer the public authenticity, 

individuality, difference, and rebellion” (2000, 8). Frank’s work shines light on the way 

that some of punk’s “authenticity” was produced by commercializing entities, mainly the 

record companies that encouraged obscene behaviors out of the musicians they 

represented so as to attract attention and turn a profit (see Jeff Magnum13 as quoted by 

McNeil and McCain 1996, 367-368). 

 While Frank’s insights surface some aspects of punk’s demise, I argue slightly 

divergently that the subculture’s separation from the physical space that birthed its 

relevance was more detrimental to punk rock’s political potential than was its co-

production with capitalism. As the subculture became distanced from is physical roots, 

                                                   
12 A known face around the punk scene. 
13 Bassist for the Dead Boys. 
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the sense of ownership felt by its constituents withered away. Punk rock’s transportation 

to England and back was especially key in this alienating process. Malcolm McLaren, 

English impresario and entrepreneur, was taken with Richard Hell’s style and attitude 

while on tour in New York City as manager of the New York Dolls. On Hell’s style, 

McLaren enthused: “He looked like he didn’t really give a fuck about you! He was this 

wonderful, bored, drained, scarred, dirty guy with a torn T-shirt…there was no question 

that I’d take it back to London” (as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 220). Aimed 

with this new inspiration, McLaren returned home and grouped together the Sex Pistols. 

He persuaded the band to emulate Hell, but with an overt anarchic punch. The Sex Pistols 

make an immediate splash in England, passionately accepted by its politically-riled 

citizens. The year was 1976 and the country was reeling from financial crisis, which 

made for a widespread class consciousness and anger that paired well with punk. 

 The genre’s success in England was met with surprise by the original punks of 

New York City. Mary Harron, feature writer for Punk magazine, divulged that: 

I felt that what we had done as a joke in New York had been taken for real 
in England by a younger and more violent audience…it had changed, it 
had sparked something different…what to me had been a much more adult 
and intellectual bohemian rock culture in New York had become this 
crazy teenage thing in England…English punk was much more volatile 
and edgy and more dangerous. (as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 
266) 

When the Sex Pistols went on tour in the U.S., the punk craze spread across the country 

like wildfire, lighting up the nightly news on televisions from New York to Los Angeles. 

Most Americans, unaware of the punk scene that had cropped up in lower Manhattan a 

few years earlier, believed punk to be a British invention. This impression contained 

some truth in that the punk rock that reached most Americans was the British version of 
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the genre, infused with the type of hyper-political messages14 that early New York City 

punks viewed as an infringement on their freedom. The new wave of punk was rejected 

by much of the original punk community because it did not feel as relevant to them 

anymore: “Punk wasn’t ours anymore. It had become everything we hated” (Legs McNeil 

as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 366).  

 McLaren expanded the scale of the subculture’s style by opening up a store in 

England to sell punk fashion. He brought his enterprise to New York City as well, selling 

“punk clothing” out of the back of his car. However, the merchandise was deemed 

unaffordable by the punks that had created the style as a means to express their poverty in 

the first place (McNeil and McCain 1996, 211). What began as a way to de-alienate the 

streets from the people so they could appropriate the space back as their own turned again 

into an alienated force when it was felt to have been scooped out of the hands of the 

community it originally served: 

After four years of doing Punk magazine, and basically getting laughed at, 
suddenly everything was “PUNK!”…as the Pistols made their way across 
America, and the hysteria was broadcast on the news every night, kids in 
Los Angeles, and I imagine the rest of the country, were suddenly 
transforming themselves with safety pins, spiked haircuts, and 
ugliness…So it was like, “Hey, if you want to go start your own youth 
movement, fine, but this one’s already taken.” (Legs McNeil as quoted by 
McNeil and McCain 1996, 360-61) 

As this new movement of punk took over, it settled in on top of the older punk movement 

and began to shift the politicization of areas formerly dominated by the punk attitude. 

Previously, the subculture had been able to generate a symbiotic organization of public 

and private spheres because punk spaces allowed people to express their emotions and 

                                                   
14 Johnny Rotten and the Sex Pistols proclaim “Anarchy in the U.K.” 



32 

aggression in a shared setting. The quality of this emotional outlet deteriorated when the 

content of the music felt less relevant to those who needed it in the first place. 

 The lower Manhattan punk community began to dissolve as the punk genre 

became less attached to its spatial origin. Duncan Hannah grew exasperated at the crowds 

of people from uptown “slumming” in the Bowery on Saturday nights: “I just thought, 

Ah, forget it. You know, if they’re gonna do this, I quit” (as quoted by McNeil and 

McCain 1996, 368). After recording Blank Generation in 1977, Richard Hell, too, felt 

less in-touch with the scene: “[my] heart just wasn’t in it anymore” (as quoted by McNeil 

and McCain 1996, 370). By 1979, most of the original New York bands had left their 

home neighborhoods to go on tour, and the “glory days” of the music scene were over 

(“Strolling Down Punkrock Lane” 1996). After touring for years, Dee Dee Ramone 

remarked that “rock & roll on automatic sort of desensitized my rebellion” (as quoted by 

McNeil and McCain 1996, 427). When Blondie started to make it big, entering the global 

phenomenon of commercialized punk, “[Debbie Harry] couldn’t hang around anymore 

because people would follow her and bother her…after success, she just seemed so 

lonely” (Legs McNeil as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 353). Eventually, the hot 

spots of the scene were one-by-one converted to other uses and forgotten (“Strolling 

Down Punkrock Lane” 1996). 

 At its demise, the dominance of the punk attitude in its streets of origin was once 

more replaced by the primacy of property value. The punk community splintered, as did 

its claim on the space as a bottom-up, people-driven democratic struggle. The East 

Village’s reputation of urban grittiness was and continues to be appropriated by real 

estate developers and media executives who view the neighborhood as a “style provider” 
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marketing “difference” to potential high-paying renters (Mele 2000). Affixed with a 

“cool” label, the value of East Village and Bowery properties have risen (“Palimpsest 

Street” 2003; “Lower East Side is Given ‘Endangered’ Designation” 2008; “The Skids? 

Not Hardly” 2011; “The Lower East Side, Where Gritty Meets Trendy” 2016). CBGB 

remained open until 2006, when it was replaced by a high-end menswear store called 

John Varvatos. The once-blossoming political potential of the punk movement faded 

away, detached from the proper site of the struggle it represented. 

 

5.2. Fragmentation of Revolutionary Action 

 In addition to its loss of spatial context, a contributing factor to the dissipation of 

punk rock’s political potential was its failure to significantly break down the racial 

separations underlain into the city’s urban design plan. Despite the contact that the highly 

visible punk style and attitude stimulated between people of different classes in 

Manhattan, the community remained largely white and punk youths shied away from 

areas dominated by New York’s Puerto Rican population. Alphabet City, located directly 

east of the punk bar conglomeration, was avoided due to the perceived threat of its 

immigrant population: “It’s all right to swagger in front of CBGB’s. But don’t be walking 

on First Avenue doing that” (Genya Ravan15 as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 

346). Jeff Magnum warned: “Don’t ever yell at a car filled with Puerto Ricans” (as 

quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 349). According to punk logic, this racial 

separation was appropriate: “I mean, we weren’t racists. But we were unashamedly 

                                                   
15 Producer of the Dead Boys’ first album. 
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saying, ‘we’re white, and we’re proud’… And if you’re white, you’re like us. You don’t 

try to be black” (John Holmstrom as quoted by McNeil and McCain 1996, 300). Yet, the 

felt effect of of this logic was more power given to the city’s racial separation, both 

physically and socially. 

 Punk youths remained stubbornly distant from the identity-based civil rights 

movements that shared its time, equating these movements with fascism and control. 

Fascism, the antithesis of freedom, was the ultimate enemy: “The gay liberation 

movement and all the rest of the movements were the beginning of political correctness, 

which was just fascism to us. Real fascism. More rules” (Legs McNeil as quoted by 

McNeil and McCain 1996, 297). The punk subculture refused to back gay, women’s or 

black liberation movements regardless of whether they shared a common opponent. What 

is left unsaid by this denunciation of civil rights movements is that New York’s punk 

community, white and male dominant, had the privilege to opt-out. Even further, this 

privilege is part of what allowed the community to act out the obscene, rebellious punk 

attitude in public spaces without being severely encumbered by policing. New Yorkers of 

marginalized identities were more directly targeted by methods of social control. This is 

evidenced by the tougher policing of people of color under the guise of the “war on 

drugs” and the reality that one could be arrested for appearing in drag in public. As the 

punk community dominated city space with its white, heteronormative identity, the 

freedom punk youths found in subverting political correctness had ramifications that 

impinged upon the freedom and safety of other people.
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6. Conclusion 

 

 This thesis has exhibited the manner in which New York City’s municipal 

government has been able to partner with elite business representatives to uphold a rule 

by aesthetics. This partnership has maintained control of city space, producing the space 

to fit a certain image. I have argued that the 1970s punk rock movement gave wind to the 

power of people in resisting the control of the state and capital’s conjoined force. Punk 

youths devised their subculture as a means to resist the municipal government’s attempts 

to erase them from the city center. Incited by an anti-control mentality, punks realized 

that they were capable of rejecting the overwhelming rule of the municipal government 

and elite business merger. By opening up a setting for private sentiments to be shared in 

public spaces, the subculture managed to re-politicize the areas it cropped up in to reflect 

the energy and aggression of its attitude. This re-politicization hacked down the political 

passivity that had previously been sown into the city’s homogenous design, and 

stimulated encounters between diverse types of people in New York’s public spaces. 

 However, the punk rock movement was unsuccessful in creating encounters 

between all types of people. Punk’s failure to cross racial boundaries in any significant 

sense warns of the fragmentation intrinsic to a Lefebvrian patchwork struggle over space. 

Although the punk subculture fiercely rejected authority and control, it actually 

inadvertently gave power to the government and business elite’s facility to maintain 

control of New York City’s space. While punk youths stubbornly repudiated civil right 

movements because they perceived an anti-freedom in political correctness, their refusal 

to break down barriers of race, gender and sexuality pushed them deeper into the control 



36 

of the city’s spatial and aesthetic homogeneity. It also cast the punk community as an 

exclusionary space dominated by a white, heteronormative perspective. 

 Nevertheless, New York City’s 1970s punk rock can be seen as a political 

awakening of those that engaged in it. In spite of the fact that it preached an anti-politics, 

the subculture taught its members that the scope of their own political potential far 

surpassed the rights allocated to them by the liberal-democratic state. These youths came 

to realize the power they each held inherently to shape their environments into a 

reflection of their own needs and desires. By acting directly onto the spaces that 

surrounded them, punk youths were operating entirely democratically, struggling first-

hand to see their preferences take shape around them. 

 The tension between use and exchange values continues to occupy a focal point of 

city politics across the globe. In New York, the punk movement has been followed by 

many manifestations of this tension. Use value suffered a defeat during the 1988 riot in 

Tompkins Square Park, when the park’s tent city was evicted. But more recently in 2019, 

Amazon’s would-be deal with the municipal government to receive tax subsidies in 

return for building their new campus in Queens was shut down by community dissent. 

Whichever form contestation may take on in city politics, the story of punk rock makes 

clear that struggle is most ground-shifting when it is derived upwards from the land itself.
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Appendix A 

 

 

Paul Rudolph (architect) and Robert Moses (planner), “Lower Manhattan Expressway, 
New York City. Map showing proposed development,” from the Library of Congress, 
1941 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Milton Glaser, “I love NY Campaign,” 1977.
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Appendix C 

 

 

With permission: Photo © GODLIS, “View of CBGB from Bowery,” 1977 
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Appendix D 

 

 
 
With permission: Photo © GODLIS, “Joey Ramone at St. Mark’s Place,” 1981 
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Appendix E 

 

 
 
With permission: Photo © GODLIS, “Richard Hell on the Bowery,” 1977 
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Appendix F 

 

 
 
With permission: Patti Smith, New York 1969, photograph by Norman Seeff 



43 

Bibliography 

 

“A New Life for the Bowery.” New York Times article by Robert Palmer, Apr. 15, 1977. 
Brown, Jeffrey. “A Tale of Two Visions: Harland Bartholomew, Robert Moses, and the 

Development of the American Freeway.” Journal of Planning History 4, no. 1 
(2005): 3-32. 

Caro, Robert. The Power Broker. New York: Vintage Books, 1974. 
Fitch, Robert. The Assassination of New York. London: Verso, 1993. 
Frank, Thomas. The Conquest of Cool. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997. 
Freilla, Omar. “Burying Robert Moses’s Legacy in New York City.” In Highway 

Robbery: Transportation Racism & New Routes to Equity, edited by Robert 
Bullard, Glenn Johnson and Angel Torres, 75-96. Cambridge, MA: South End 
Press, 2004. 

Ghertner, Asher. Rule by Aesthetics: World-class City Making in Delhi. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015. 

Goldberg, Michael. “San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner,” The Richard Hell Papers, 
Series 3, Sub. J, Box 10, Folder 734. Fales Library and Special Collections, NYU, 
New York, 1982. 

Greenberg, Miriam. Branding New York. New York: Routledge, 2008. 
Harvey, David. "The Political Economy of Public Space." In The Politics of Public 

Space, edited by Setha Low and Neil Smith, 17-34. New York: Routledge, 2005. 
Hebdige, Dick. Subculture: the Meaning of Style. London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1979. 
Hell, Richard. “Notes on Junk/Rock,” The Richard Hell Papers, Series 3, Sub. N, Box 10, 

Folder 753. Fales Library and Special Collections, NYU, New York. 
Jacobs, Jane. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Random House, 

Inc., 1961. 
Kent, Nick. “New York: Plug in to the Nerve-ends of the Naked City.” Online Library of 

Music Journalism, 1976. 
Lefebvre, Henri. "Du pacte social au contrat de citoyennete." Groupe de Navarrenx, 

(1990): 15-37. 
—. State, Space, World: Selected Essays. Edited by Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden. 

Translated by Gerald Moore, Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2009. 

—. The Explosion: Marxism and the French Upheaval. Translated by Alfred Ehrenfeld. 
New York: Modern Reader Paperbacks, 1969. 

—. The Production of Space. Translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith. Oxford: Blackwell, 
1991 [1974]. 



44 

—. The Urban Revolution. Translated by Robert Bononno. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2003 [1970]. 

—. Writings on Cities. Translated by Elizabeth Lebas and Eleonore Kofman. Cambridge, 
MA: Blackwell, 1996. 

William S. Burroughs: A Man Within. Directed by Yony Leyser. 2010. 
“Lower East Side is Given ‘Endangered’ Designation.” New York Times article by Sewell 

Chan, May 21, 2008. 
“The Lower East Side, Where Gritty Meets Trendy.” New York Times article by Julie 

Besonen, Mar. 30, 2016. 
McNeil, Legs, and McCain, Gillian. Please Kill Me: the Uncensored Oral History of 

Punk. New York: Grove Press, 1996. 
Mele, Christopher. Selling the Lower East Side. Minnesota: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2000. 
Menking, William. “From Tribeca to Triburbia: A New Concept of the City.” In The 

Unknown City, edited by Iain Borden, Joe Kerr, Jane Rendell and Alicia Pivaro, 
90-103. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2001. 

Moore and Coley. No Wave: Post-Punk. New York: Abrams Image, 2008. 
Moses, Robert. “New York City Traffic Relief.” New York: Triborough Bridge and 

Tunnel Authority, 1951. 
Moss, Jeremiah. Vanishing New York. New York: HarperCollins, 2017. 
“The New Elite and an Urban Renaissance.” New York Times article by Blake Fleetwood, 

Jan. 14, 1979. 
 “Palimpsest Street.” New York Times article by Kevin Baker, Oct. 5, 2003. 
Phillips-Fein, Kim. Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity 

Politics. New York: Metropolitan Books, 2017. 
Purcell, Mark. "Possible Worlds: Henri Lefebvre and the Right to the City." Journal of 

Urban Affairs 36, no. 1 (2013): 141-154. 
“Robert Moses.” New York Preservation Archive Project; online. Last modified 2016. 

http://www.nypap.org/preservation-history/robert-moses/. 
“The Skids? Not Hardly.” New York Times article by Marc Santora, Mar. 18, 2011. 
Soffer, Jonathan. Ed Koch and the Rebuilding of New York City. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2010. 
“Strolling Down Punkrock Lane.” New York Times article by Ira Robbins, July 7, 1996. 
 

 


