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Abstract	

Having	emerged	in	the	discourse	of	suburban	American	iterations	of	punk	in	the	late	1970s,	

hardcore	music	 has	 become	 an	 important	 cultural	 resource	 for	 groups	 around	 the	world.	

The	 subsequent	 spread	 of	 the	 original	 musical	 tropes	 and	 development	 of	 multiple	

trajectories	of	musical	and	stylistic	 innovation	have	resulted	in	a	complex	and	multifaceted	

constellation	of	ideas,	practices	and	objects	that	now	constitute	the	hardcore	music	scene.	

Despite	its	growth,	scholarly	discourse	in	the	field	continues	to	operate	almost	exclusively	in	

response	to	what	has	come	to	be	called	the	‘subcultures’	framework	(Clarke	et	al	1976).	The	

focus	 has	 been	 placed	 on	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 such	 forms	 can	 be	 conceptualised	 in	

terms	 of	 coherent	 and	 subversive	 ideologies,	 effectively	 setting	 the	 parameters	 of	 the	

debate	 in	 ways	 that	 have	 marginalised	 considerations	 of	 the	 musical	 experiences	 of	

participation,	and	which	have	limited	sociological	attempts	to	comprehend	the	significance	

of	hardcore	music	as	a	social	force.	While	this	research	maintains	an	empirical	focus	on	the	

Australian	hardcore	music	scene,	it	also	aims	to	address	more	fundamental	questions	about	

the	relationship	between	music,	 identity,	and	culture.	Central	to	these	aims	 is	a	turn	away	

from	a	 focus	on	what	DeNora	has	called	 ‘propositional	 “knowledge”’	 (2000,	p.84).	That	 is,	

towards	 an	 analytical	 perspective	 that	 extends	 ‘well	 beyond	 the	 usual	 concern	 with	 the	

meanings	 of	 art	 objects’	 (ibid.	 emphasis	 added)	 and	 pays	 attention	 to	 how	 the	 reflexive	

appropriation	of	musical	materials	is	constitutive	and	regulative	of	agency	(ibid.	p.83)	at	the	

level	of	the	body;	how	music	organises	the	body	and	defines	its	potentialities.		

‘By	moving	away	from	discourses	of	the	body	and	moving	towards	a	focus	on	body-

culture	interaction,	on	temporal	body	practices,’	argues	DeNora,	‘a	grounded	theory	of	the	

body’s	 cultural	 constitution	 has	 the	 capacity	 to	 move	 well	 beyond	 semiotic	 readings	 of	

bodily	 meanings’	 (DeNora	 2000,	 p.76,	 emphasis	 added).	 Researching	 the	 ‘body-culture	

interactions’	 that	 comprise	 the	 dominant	 modes	 of	 participation	 in	 the	 hardcore	 scene	

means	a	focus	on	exploring	the	action	capacities	of	bodies.	This	research	aims	to	illuminate	
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these	 processes	 through	 an	 emphasis	 on	 participants’	 own	 discourse	 and	 to	 mediate	

interview	testimony	with	ethnographic	detail.	Thus,	the	mixed	methods	approach	comprises	

a	combination	of	fieldwork	and	semi-structured	one-to-one	interviews	with	‘hardcore	kids’	

who	self-identify	and	who	are	identified	by	others	as	members	of	the	hardcore	scene.				

Rather	 than	 living	 out	 cultural	 trajectories	 that	 are	 predetermined	 by	 structural	

factors	 such	 as	 class,	 hardcore	 kids	 become	 involved	 with	 the	 scene	 for	 many	 reasons.	

Identities	are	forged	not	through	the	activation	of	class-based	knowledges	or	the	expression	

of	discursive	 style-based	 literacies,	but	 in	 the	acquisition	of	 skill,	which	 is	both	honed	and	

perceived	 in	 the	 experience	 of	 place.	 Key	 to	 the	 development	 of	 the	 embodied	

competencies	 that	 constitute	 subjects	 as	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 is	 the	 provision	 of	

environments	 that	 afford	 them	 opportunities	 to	 perceive	 and	 act	 in	 specific	 ways,	 thus	

facilitating	 distinctive	 trajectories	 of	 growth	 and	 development.	 Participants	 do	 not	 enjoy	

equal	access	to	these	resources.	Yet,	all	participants	are	responsible	-	and	held	accountable	-	

for	 their	 various	 roles	 in	 the	 production	 of	 distinctive	 hardcore	 contexts;	 they	 are	

simultaneously	implicated	in	the	coming-together	of	the	places	in	which	they	are	‘entangled’	

(Ingold	2008).	For	 the	distinctive	character	of	 the	scene	 is	produced	 in	 the	action	of	 those	

bodies	that	are	reflexively	reconfigured	and	reconstituted	in	and	through	its	production.	

DeNora	 asks	 the	 following	 about	 the	 listening	 body:	 ‘if	 its	 physical	 properties	 are	

“made”	through	interchange	with	materials	that	lie	outside	it,	then	should	we	not	be	able	to	

observe	 this	process	and	 to	document	 the	mechanisms	of	 this	making?’	 (2000,	p.76).	 This	

study	 investigates	 the	 significance	 of	 hardcore	 music	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 participants	 by	

documenting	the	processes	through	which	some	of	them	come	to	constitute	themselves	as	

selves.	 Following	DeNora’s	notion	of	music	as	a	 ‘technology	of	 self’,	 it	 finds	 that	hardcore	

kids’	 collective	 consumption	 of	 hardcore	 music	 works	 as	 an	 aesthetic	 resource	 that	 is	

reflexively	appropriated	in	a	corporeal	process	of	becoming.	Identities	of	the	self	and	of	the	

collective	are	emergent	in	this	activity,	which	is	mediated	by	the	body	in-process.	
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Chapter	One:	Introduction	

Hardcore	 is	 the	 ultimate	 combination	 of	 passion,	 intensity	 and	 energy.	 Find	 me	

another	example	that	encompasses	all	of	that	and	I	will	gladly	jump	on	board.	Music	

gets	into	your	bones.	It	runs	deep.	I	am	surrounded	by	it	constantly	and	it	moves	me	

all	 throughout	 every	 day.	 I	 find	 so	 much	 inspiration	 in	 hardcore	 and	 in	 music	 in	

general.	I	always	have	and	I	always	will.	(Bennick	in	Peterson	2009,	p.23)	

A	Thesis	about	Hardcore	
	
This	 thesis	 represents	 an	 investigation	 into	 the	 hardcore	music	 scene	 in	 Queensland	 and	

Northern	New	South	Wales,	Australia.	The	research	extends	the	knowledge	produced	in	an	

undergraduate	dissertation,	the	results	of	which	were	later	published	in	the	Journal	of	Youth	

Studies	(Driver	2011).	 In	doing	so,	 it	aims	to	address	several	gaps	 in	scholarly	discourse	on	

the	 subject	 of	 hardcore.	 First,	 Australian	 perspectives	 on	 hardcore	 music	 have	 been	

conspicuously	absent	in	the	literature	on	youth	cultures	and	subcultures.	While	there	have	

been	recent	noteworthy	studies	of	distinctive	cultural	groupings	that	overlap	with	hardcore	

music	and	the	spaces	 in	which	 it	 is	collectively	consumed	(e.g.	Nilan	and	Threadgold	2015;	

Sharp	 and	 Nilan	 2017),	 these	 studies	 have	 all	 been	 primarily	 focused	 on	 associated	 but	

ultimately	tangential	concerns	to	understand	groupings	within	the	hardcore	scene.	Even	on	

a	global	scale,	scholarship	has	tended	to	focus	on	specific	groups	of	young	people	who	use	

hardcore	music	to	articulate	ideologies	of	abstinence	(Wood	2003;	Haenfler	2006;	Williams	

2006)	or	to	inhabit	and	consolidate	queer	(Ensminger	2010;	Sharp	and	Nilan	2015),	religious	

(McDowell	2014;	Way	and	Wallace	2016),	or	 feminist	 (Leblanc	2001;	Sim	and	Baker	2015)	

identities.	 In	 light	 of	 recent	 advancements	 in	 the	 sociology	 of	 music	 and	 specifically	 the	

development	of	the	‘music-in-action’	approach	that	is	largely	accredited	to	DeNora’s	(2000)	

ethnographic	works	on	the	function	of	music	as	a	‘technology	of	the	self’,	this	research	also	

aims	to	understand	hardcore	music	as	a	resource	that	is	mediated	by	the	bodies	of	listeners	

who	are	affectively	engaged	with	it,	each	other,	and	their	environment.	
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Since	 the	 ‘ethnographic	 turn’	 in	 research	 on	 music-based	 cultural	 groupings,	

‘empirical	 accounts	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 youth	 culture	 and	 popular	 music	 are	

increasingly	 being	 provided	 by	 young	 researchers	 with	 an	 existing,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	

extensive,	 “insider”	 knowledge	 of	 their	 area	 of	 study’	 (Bennett	 2002,	 p.460).	 As	 Bennett	

points	 out,	 ‘such	 knowledge	 of	 and	 familiarity	 with	 local	 surroundings	 has	 substantially	

assisted	 researchers	 both	 in	 their	 quest	 to	 gain	 access	 to	 particular	 social	 groups	 and	 in	

knowing	 which	 roles	 to	 play	 once	 access	 has	 been	 achieved’	 (ibid.).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	

Muggleton,	 quoting	Weber’s	 famous	 observation	 that	 ‘all	 sociology	 is	 necessarily	 “value-

relevant”	 in	 that	 the	 selection	 of	 a	 research	 topic,	 the	 decision	 to	 investigate	 particular	

aspects	 over	 others,	 and	 the	 logic	 and	 method	 of	 enquiry	 employed	 are	 all	 inevitably	

grounded	 in	 the	 subjective	 values	 of	 the	 researcher’	 (2000,	 p.1),	 has	 advocated	 for	 the	

usefulness	of	those	scholars	who	are	working	in	such	areas	‘coming	clean’	about	their	own	

prior	involvement,	participation,	or	affiliation	with	the	cultural	forms	they	are	analysing.		

By	these	measures,	there	are	certainly	confessions	to	make	here.	That	is	to	say,	that	

‘my	 appearance,	 social	 patterns,	 consumer	 habits,	 subcultural	 knowledge	 and	 personal	

feelings	 of	 identity	 positioned	me	 fairly	 clearly	 within	 the…	 scene’	 (Hodkinson	 2002,	 p.5)	

under	analysis	-	that	is,	the	Australian	hardcore	scene.	Though	I	will	attempt	to	make	greater	

sense	of	this	positionality	and	other	methodological	concerns	later	in	this	thesis,	the	merits	

and	critical	considerations	of	which	continue	to	be	debated	in	diverse	fields	across	the	social	

sciences,	it	will	do	for	now	to	make	the	claim,	previously	made	by	Hodkinson,	that	in	doing	

the	research,	‘I	already	possessed	the	“cultural	competence”	required	to	spend	time	within	

such	spaces	and	to	communicate	effectively	with	others’	(2005,	p.138).	That	is	to	say,	and	to	

draw	on	the	above-mentioned	testimony	of	Greg	Bennick,	of	the	seminal	90s	hardcore	band,	

Trial,	I	have	been	moved	and	inspired	by	hardcore;	I	have	felt	its	music	in	my	bones.	



	 10	

In	the	spirit	of	coming	clean,	then,	this	research	was	as	much	a	 labour	of	personal	

self-exploration	 as	 it	 was	 an	 exercise	 in	 academic	 curiosity.	 I	 needed	 to	 reconcile	 my	

relationship	with	the	musics	and	ideologies	of	punk	and	hardcore	with	who	I	thought	I	was	

and	who	I	wanted	to	be.	The	process	has	been	a	deeply	reflexive	and	moving	one.	Through	

it,	I	have	been	forced	to	come	to	terms	with	much	that	I	do	not	like	about	my	own	identity,	I	

have	 re-evaluated	 the	 orientation	 of	 both	 my	 admiration	 and	 my	 disdain,	 and	 I	 have	

fashioned	new	 ideas	 and	expectations	 for	 the	 future	 –	both,	 for	myself	 and	 those	around	

me.	 This	 dissertation	 is,	 as	 Pink	 (2007)	 would	 argue	 ethnographies	 always	 are,	 a	

representation	of	that	labour.	As	Pink	explains:	

ethnography	 is	 a	 process	 of	 creating	 and	 representing	 knowledge	 (about	 society,	

culture	 and	 individuals)	 that	 is	 based	 on	 ethnographers’	 own	 experiences.	 It	 does	

not	claim	to	produce	an	objective	or	 truthful	account	of	 reality,	but	 should	aim	to	

offer	versions	of	ethnographers’	experiences	of	reality	that	are	as	 loyal	as	possible	

to	 the	 context,	 negotiations	 and	 intersubjectivities	 through	 which	 the	 knowledge	

was	produced.	(2007,	p.22)	

Coming	Clean:	An	Insider-Researcher	Perspective	

I	 grew	up	 in	 a	 comfortable	 suburban	house	 in	 a	 comfortable	 suburban	 street,	 not	 too	 far	

from	the	white,	warm	sands	of	the	comfortable	Australian	coastline.	My	parents	had	been	

married	for	six	years	when	I	arrived.	They’re	still	married.	We	were	a	working	class	family,	

but	 not	 a	working	 poor	 one.	Neither	 of	my	 parents	 completed	 the	 junior	 portion	 of	 their	

high	school	education;	Mum	taught	Dad	how	to	read.	It	was	Queensland.	Two	working	cars	

in	the	driveway	meant	two	working	parents	with	two	steady	salaries.	We	went	on	an	annual	

camping	trip	to	a	nearby	coastal	town.	We	visited	relatives	occasionally.	My	primary	school	

was	next	to	an	amusement	park	that	offered	free	entry	to	students	after	3pm,	when	school	

finishes	in	Queensland,	providing	a	safe	space	for	kids	with	working	parents	until	the	end	of	
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the	working	day.	Even	before	 I	was	 legally	eligible,	 I	 found	part-time	work	paying	a	higher	

hourly	wage	 than,	 even	 today,	most	 people	on	 Earth	would	 ever	 have	 the	opportunity	 to	

earn.	 By	 the	 time	 I	 was	 15	 I	 had	 a	 steady	 and	 predictable,	 almost	 entirely	 discretionary	

income,	most	of	which	sat	in	a	special	bank	account	with	a	modest	interest	rate.	The	luxury	

item	after	which	the	account	was	named	was	parked	under	the	palm	trees	in	our	front	yard	

before	 I	was	 legally	allowed	to	drive	 it.	The	case	was	similar	 for	most	of	my	friends.	While	

my	parents	had	blue	 collar	 jobs,	my	 streets	were	not	 ‘mean’.	 I	 lived	 in	a	 leafy	and	 secure	

Australian	suburb.	I	have	always	had	access	to	opportunities	for	educational	attainment	and	

even	 attended	 a	 private	 secondary	 school	 on	 scholarship.	 I	 have	 never	 experienced	 the	

poverty	 or	 uncertainty	 that	 my	 parents	 knew.	 I	 have	 never	 been	 the	 target	 of	 sexist,	

misogynistic,	 homophobic	 or	 racist	 abuse.	 I	 have	never	 been	denied	 access	 to	healthcare,	

housing,	clean	air,	or	potable	water.	I	have	always	been	safe.	

It	 would	 be	 many	 years	 before	 I	 was	 able	 or	 willing	 to	 appreciate	 the	 fortunate	

circumstances	 in	which	I	had	come	to	enjoy	the	resources	available	to	me,	or	the	privilege	

afforded	to	me	by	way	of	my	gender,	race,	ethnicity,	sexuality	or	even	class.	This	awareness	

was	not	an	epiphany;	punk	and	(later)	hardcore	music	opened	this	to	me.	As	Hancock	and	

Lorr	observe,	‘Music	and	its	meanings	inform	people,	quite	profoundly,	about	who	they	are	

and	what	matters	to	them’	(2013,	p.322).	To	be	sure,	I	was	without	doubt	part	of	the	‘most	

derided,	yet	numerically	large,	group	of	punks:	those	who	listened	to	bands	selling	millions	

of	 records	worldwide	 -	 bands	 like	 Bad	 Religion,	 NOFX,	 Green	 Day,	 Rancid,	 and	 Blink	 182’	

(Hannerz	 2013,	 p.87).	 I	 still	 love	 those	 bands.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 as	 the	weight	 of	musical	

experiences	piled	up,	my	musical	tastes	expanded.	I	became	more	discerning,	I	thought,	as	

ideas	 about	 what	 the	 music	 meant,	 and	 what	 it	 had	 to	 offer,	 developed	 alongside	 new	

modes	of	participating.	At	the	risk	of	committing	the	 ‘profoundly	un-punk’	 (Haenfler	2015,	

p.7)	error	of	attempting	to	define	punk’s	core	ideas	and	values,	in	some	ways	I	became	more	

concerned	with	 ‘DIY,	 anti-authoritarianism,	 and	 political	 engagement’	 -	 themes	 that	 have	
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generally	persisted	in	punk	and	hardcore	(ibid.).	At	least	these	became	the	values	I	used	to	

guide	my	burgeoning	 interests	 in	music.	 I	will,	 though,	attempt	to	avoid	a	narrative	where	

my	 music	 experience	 becomes	 ‘flattened	 and	 contained	 within	 [a]	 rigid	 framework	 of	

‘politics”’	(Phillipov	2006,	p.390)	at	the	expense	of	how	it	‘generates	pleasures	and	meanings	

in	its	own	right’.	The	goal	is	to	shun	an	explanation	where:	

The	specific	pleasures	of	snotty	vocals,	heavily	distorted	guitars,	or	rapid-fire,	three-

chord	 structures	 are	 simply	 streamlined	 into	 one-dimensional	 platitudes	 about	

“politics”,	“resistance”	and	“subversion”.	(Phillipov	2006,	p.388)	

I	 don’t	 remember	 the	 first	 hardcore	 band	 that	 I	 heard,	 but	 I	 remember	where.	 The	 place	

seemed	so	 swollen	 it	 teetered	on	 the	brink	of	 implosion.	The	guitars	 reverberated	off	 the	

closed,	rusted	corrugated	steel	roller	door,	which	was	scolding	hot	in	the	afternoon	sun.	The	

drums,	unplugged	in	the	tiny	room,	were	barely	audible	amid	the	cacophony.	The	shirtless	

guy	with	 the	microphone	 seemed	 to	 save	 his	 own	 vocal	 contributions	 for	 the	 pauses	 and	

slow	 parts,	 opting	 instead	 to	 share	 his	 duties	 with	 the	 swarming	 intermingling	 of	 sweaty	

male	body	parts	 in	 the	 front.	 I	 remember	 the	nauseous	 feeling	 in	my	stomach	as	 the	bass	

passed	 through	 me.	 The	 temperature	 rose	 again.	 By	 the	 end	 of	 the	 set,	 I	 was	 wet	 with	

sweat.	We	all	were.	My	ears	were	 ringing.	 I	 clicked	my	 lower	 jaw	back	 and	 forward	 in	 an	

effort	to	stretch	my	inner	ear.	I	panted.		

The	viscerality	of	it	engulfed	me	like	fire.	I	wasn’t	just	listening	to	it.	I	was	feeling	it.	

When	I	feel	hardcore,	my	right	foot	rises	slowly,	somewhere	in	the	middle	of	each	speeded	

up	bar,	before	 smashing	violently	 to	 the	ground	 in	 synchronicity	with	a	 clenched	 right	 fist	

and	a	deep	exhalation	through	gritted	teeth.	In	that	moment,	I	am	seething.	The	awareness	

of	my	own	privilege	slips	away.	 I	am	rage	 incarnate.	Sometimes	the	rage	 lingers;	 I’ve	even	

had	 some	 trouble	 along	 those	 lines.	 Music	 is	 always	 ‘embedded	 in	 social	 life,	 used	 as	 a	

resource	 and	 socializing	 medium	 to	 shape	 how	 individuals	 understand	 themselves,	 their	
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communities,	 and	 their	 social	 world’	 (Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 2013,	 p.322).	 But,	 I’m	 not	 a	

confrontational	or	violent	person.	‘Music	gets	into	your	bones,’	Bennick	says,	‘It	runs	deep.’	

And,	for	me,	this	has	begged	significant	existential	questions.	

Having	initially	approached	my	(undergraduate)	interest	in	understanding	more	-	or	

at	 least	 more	 scholarly	 perspectives	 about	 -	 how	 my	 involvement	 with	 these	 distinctive	

combinations	of	music,	 ideas,	 and	 styles	 actually	worked	 through	 the	 idea	of	 ‘subculture’,	

classical	works	centered	upon	the	experiences	of	the	English	working	class	in	the	1960s	and	

1970s	 (see	 Hebdige	 1979)	 said	 little	 that	 seemed	 relevant	 to	 my	 own	 experience	 (see	

Muggleton	2000).	As	examined	later	 in	this	dissertation,	Hebdige’s	work	built	on	what	was	

then	 an	 emerging	 school	 of	 thought,	 conjured	 mostly	 from	 the	 research	 of	

contemporaneous	postgraduate	 students	 (though	under	 the	directorship	of	 Stuart	Hall)	 at	

the	University	of	Birmingham’s	Centre	for	Contemporary	Cultural	Studies	-	an	institution	so	

influential	that	it	is	now	identified	principally	by	its	acronym,	the	‘CCCS’	(Woodman	and	Wyn	

2015,	p.43).	With	a	fervently	neo-Marxist	emphasis	on	class	and	the	class	struggle,	authors,	

like	Hebdige,	who	were	working	in	this	canon	infused	their	observations	and	analyses	with	

what	 seemed	 to	me	a	 strange	cocktail	of	hope	and	hopelessness.	 If,	 as	was	 the	dominant	

reading,	 ‘Punk	 styles	 were	 a	 reaction	 to	 economic	 decline,	 unemployment,	 deteriorating	

social	 welfare	 programs,	 and	 the	 general	 increasing	 insecurity	 felt	 in	 working-class	

communities	(Haenfler	2015,	p.4),	then	what	the	hell	was	it	doing	in	my	stereo?	Reading	on,	

I	 soon	 learned	 that	 these	 writings	 had	 already	 been	 indicted	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 their	

‘metropolitan	centredness’	(Clarke	1981,	p.86)	could	not	be	extrapolated	to	offer	any	kind	of	

universally	 relevant	 narrative	 or	 explanation.	 This	 criticism,	 levelled	 initially	 by	 Clarke	 but	

reiterated	countless	times	since,	was	a	response	to	Hebdige’s	discipline-defining	research	on	

punk	 rock	 (1979),	 carried	 out	 against	 the	 dreary	 London	 cityscape	 as	 punk	 exploded	 into	

popular	culture	during	the	late	1970s.	The	struggle	to	win	physical	or	cultural	space	on	the	

street	corner,	as	romantic	as	it	seemed,	was	a	completely	unfamiliar	one	to	me.	That	is,	like	
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‘a	 substantial	number	of	punk’s	progenitors’,	 I	was	 less	a	part	of	 the	English	working	class	

than	I	was,	in	truth,	to	the	majority	of	‘adherents	from	middle-class	America’	(Haenfler	2015,	

p.4).	 Could	 I	 really	 claim	 to	be	 ‘engaging	 in	 ‘semiotic/symbolic	 resistance	 to	 the	dominant	

class	structure’	(ibid.)?		

I	 was	 certainly	 not	 alone.	 A	 decade	 or	 so	 before	 I	 picked	 up	 Hebdige’s	 book,	 a	

myriad	of	researchers	had	begun	to	assemble	a	broad	but	identifiable	challenge	to	the	CCCS	

‘orthodoxy’	 (Muggleton	 2000,	 p.4)	 that	 is	 now	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘post-subcultural	 theory’.	

Grounded	 in	 what	 is	 ostensibly	 the	 very	 common	 sense	 observation	 that	 ‘post-war	

consumerism	 offered	 young	 people	 the	 opportunity	 to	 break	 away	 from	 their	 traditional	

class-based	 identities,	 the	 increased	 spending	 power	 of	 the	 young	 facilitating	 and	

encouraging	 experimentation	with	new,	 self-constructed	 forms	of	 identity’	 (Bennett	 1999,	

p.602),	 these	 were	 scholars	 working	 in	 the	 context	 of	 broader	 sociological	 work	 on	 the	

relationship	between	the	process	of	 ‘detraditionalization’	 (Lash	1993	p.5)	and	the	onset	of	

‘reflexive	modernity’	(see	Giddens	1991;	Beck	1992;	Lash	1993).	Most	viewed	the	increasing	

empirical	evidence	gathered	through	a	shifting	focus	toward	producing	ethnographic	studies	

of	 youth	 culture,	 which	 seemed	 to	 emphasise	 mobility	 and	 diversity	 within	 subcultural	

populations,	 as	 emancipatory	 and	 celebrated	 the	 freedoms	 of	 postmodern	 identity	

(Redhead	1993,	1997;	Bennett	1999;	Muggleton	2000).	With	a	few	notable	exceptions,	the	

idea	that	music-based	cultural	groupings	represented	a	challenge	or	resistance	of	any	kind	

to	 dominant	 culture	 collapsed	 as	 the	 previously	 unquestioned	 distinctions	 between	 the	

subcultural	 and	 the	 mainstream	 were	 eroded	 by	 evidence	 that	 these	 were	 empirically	

unworkable.	

While	some	commented	in	moderate	terms,	others	were	absolute	in	embracing	the	

‘fluidity’	 and	 ‘ephemerality’	 of	 postmodernity.	 I	 was	 offended	 by	 the	 suggestion,	

summarised	in	an	important	critique	by	Sweetman,	that	all	of	this	amounted	to	‘an	eclectic	
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mish-mash	of	once	potent	styles	and	devices	appropriated	from	a	variety	of	sources	in	a	vain	

attempt	to	lend	authenticity	to	what	is	no	longer	imbued	with	meaning’	(2004,	p.83).	While	

it	 is	difficult	 to	argue	with	Muggleton’s	 thesis	 that	we	now	 ‘experience	all	 the	signs	of	 the	

subculture	 of	 [our]	 choosing	 time	 and	 again	 through	 the	 media	 before	 inscribing	 these	

signifiers	 on	 [our]	 own	 bodies’	 (2000,	 p.47),	 his	 assertion	 that	 ‘there	 are	 no	 rules,	 no	

ideological	commitment,	merely	a	stylistic	game	to	played’	(ibid.)	was	at	odds	with	very	real	

sanctions	that	existed	 for	 the	breaking	of	behavioural	norms	at	punk	and	hardcore	shows.	

Though	it	may	be	possible	to	participate	in	the	‘supermarket	of	style’	(Polhemus	1997),	the	

social	 experiences	 of	 doing	 so	 were	 another	 matter	 altogether.	 Perhaps,	 then,	 and	 to	

paraphrase	Muggleton’s	criticism	of	the	earlier	CCCS	work,	‘The	“problem”	lay	not	in	myself	

and	my	failure	to	recognize	what	had	ostensibly	been	the	reality	of	my	situation,	but	in	the	

way	the	book[s]	appropriated	[their]	subject-matter’	(2000,	p.2).	In	many	ways,	my	decision	

to	 choose	 hardcore	 as	 the	 focus	 of	 my	 doctoral	 research	 represents	 a	 refusal	 to	 accept	

either	of	the	narratives	discussed	above.		

It	 seems	 likely	 that	 this	 research	will	 be	 held	 to	 criticism	 on	 the	 grounds	 that,	 in	

searching	 for	 a	 place	 for	 scholarship	 at	 the	 nexus	 of	music,	 culture,	 and	 identity	 to	 exist	

outside	of	both	the	‘subcultures’	and	the	‘post-subcultures’	discourses	(or,	more	accurately,	

within	 both),	 it	 merely	 reflects	 the	 subjective	 and	 selfish	 dissatisfactions	 of	 an	 ageing	

hardcore	kid	(or	whatever)	who	simply	doesn’t	like	what	others	have	to	say	about	him	or	his	

experiences.	In	response	I	offer	only	Muggleton’s	Weberian	observation	that	all	sociology	is	

‘inevitably	 grounded	 in	 the	 subjective	 values	 of	 the	 researcher’	 (2000,	 p.1)	 and	 the	 hope	

that,	 in	presenting	the	research	process,	I	have	been	as	honest	and	as	critical	as	possible	–	

or,	perhaps	more	honestly,	that	I	become	too	punk	to	care!					
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Structure:	Outline	of	Chapters	

In	 an	attempt	 to	present	a	 comprehensive	 review	of	 literature	 in	 the	 field,	while	 avoiding	

some	 of	 the	 assumptions	 made	 by	 previous	 researchers,	 the	 following	 chapter	 through	

Chapter	Five	should	be	 read	as	Part	One	of	 this	dissertation.	To	begin,	as	most	have,	with	

the	assumption	 that	hardcore	should	be	analysed	 from	within	 the	 interdisciplinary	 field	of	

Youth	Studies,	would	be	to	 imbue	this	study	with	an	‘a	priori	 theoretical	knowledge	of	the	

social	 totality’	 (Muggleton	2000,	p.14,	original	emphasis)	 that	pushes	 the	 role	of	hardcore	

music	too	far	into	the	background.	Instead,	I	will	begin	with	a	survey	of	previous	scholarship	

through	which	we	have,	directly	or	indirectly,	learned	about	the	music	or	the	uses	to	which	

it	has	been	put,	and	only	then	ask	questions	about	how	to	understand	the	social	contexts	of	

its	consumption.	Like	punk,	attempting	to	locate	an	original	hardcore	moment	in	history	or	

geography	can	be	a	messy	exercise.	The	emergence	of	hardcore	is	not	linear	and	singular	but	

tied	into	the	collective	effort	of	various	pockets	of	cultural	activity	in	multiple	localities	and	

over	 a	 period	 of	 time.	 To	 claim	 anything	 else	 would	 ‘impose	 historical	 linearity	 upon	 an	

account	of	overlapping,	prolonged	and	mostly	simultaneous	events’	(Formula	in	Belsito	and	

Davis	1983,	p.5),	constituting	what	Ingold	might	call	the	‘coming	into	being’	(2008,	p.1797)	

of	the	hardcore	scene.	Chapter	Two,	then,	is	my	attempt	to	assemble	the	hardcore	narrative	

by	asking	questions	about	the	empirically	peripheral	works	that	have	been	produced	around	

it.	As	we	will	see,	defining	hardcore	along	ideological	or	aesthetic	lines	is	just	as	unworkable	

as	the	prospect	of	uncovering	a	linear	chronology	steeped	in	time	or	place.		

The	main	 objective	 of	 Chapter	 Three	 is	 to	 broaden	 the	 scope	 and	 consider	 bigger	

questions	 about	 scholarly	 perspectives	 on	music-based	 cultural	 groupings	more	 generally;	

that	is	to	say,	attempts	to	understand	the	social	significance	of	the	groupings	that	coalesce	

through	shared	musical	tastes	and	associated	stylistic	practices.	As	Bennett	and	Kahn-Harris	

have	 previously	 argued:	 ‘One	 of	 the	 reasons	 why	 the	 debate	 surrounding	 subculture	 is	

important	 is	 that	 it	 has	provided	a	 crucial	 space	within	which	wider	debates	 in	 social	 and	
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cultural	 theory	 have	 been	 played	 out’	 (2004,	 p.14).	 To	 these	 ends,	 critical	 debates	

concerning	the	merits	of	competing	conceptual	apparatuses	have	created	a	space	wherein	it	

is	necessary	to	consider	more	fundamental	questions	about	the	social	function	of	the	music	

itself,	its	role	in	the	formation	and	sustainability	of	groups	and	cultures	that	coalesce	around	

it,	 and	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 social	 experiences	 and	 the	 biographical	 trajectories	 of	 the	

individuals	that	comprise	them.	As	Phillipov	(2006,	p.388)	has	already	pointed	out:	

Too	often	music	is	treated	as	subsidiary	to	other	institutional	and	ideological	

practices,	 as	 simply	 a	 vehicle	 for	 the	 expression	 of	 politics	 rather	 than	

something	 which	 is	 embedded	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 meanings	 and	 affects	 in	 its	

own	right	and	interplays	with	politics	in	complex	ways.		

In	 light	 of	 Phillipov’s	 observations	 about	 the	 central	 role	 that	music	 plays	 (in	 one	way	 or	

another)	in	the	formation	and	maintenance	of	personal	and	collective	identities,	and	despite	

some	authors	challenging	‘the	thesis	that	youth	cultural	phenomena	-	whether	subcultures	

or	scenes	-	rotate	on	a	primary	axis	of	music	production	and	consumption’	(Williams	2006,	

p.175),	 this	 research	 follows	 the	 ‘tacit	 assumption	 that	 music	 is	 the	 nexus	 of	 [the]	

subcultural	 phenomena’	 (ibid.	 original	 emphasis)	 called	 hardcore.	 Chapter	 Four,	 then,	

constitutes	 a	 critical	 review	 of	 approaches	 to	 and	 analyses	 of	 the	 musical	 forms	 and	

practices	in	key	studies	within	the	field.	Music,	as	DeNora	describes,	‘“gets	into”	actions	and	

behaviours,	 as	well	 as	provides	 a	medium	 through	which	people	 constitute	 themselves	 as	

specific	types	of	agents’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.323).	As	Hancock	and	Lorr	(ibid.)	attest:	

the	 social	 space	 or	 social	 scene	 of	 music	 and	 musical	 practices	 is	 saturated	 with	

material	and	cultural	resources	for	different	types	of	agency,	emotion,	and	ways	of	

being	 (DeNora	 2000,	 p.129).	 More	 than	 just	 products	 for	 consumption,	 musical	

practices,	 whether	 intentionally	 or	 unintentionally,	 are	 part	 of	 the	 constitution	 of	

self,	social	interaction,	social	settings,	and	social	worlds.	
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Each	of	 these	chapters	critically	exposes	a	range	of	ongoing	debates	 that	are	addressed	 in	

this	study.	Chapter	Five	presents	the	research	process,	 including	critical	reflections	on	how	

this	process	was	negotiated.	The	methodological	decisions	that	drove	this	research	aimed	to	

tie	the	realist	ethnographer’s	preoccupation	with	the	subjective	narratives	of	individuals	to	

the	ability	of	the	researcher	to	‘examine	the	accounts	they	receive	from	respondents	in	the	

context	 of	 their	 own	history	 of	 experiences	 and	 interactions’	 (Hodkinson	 2005,	 p.144).	 Of	

particular	 relevance	 here	 are	 the	 questions	 around	 the	 deployment	 of	 ‘insider’	 cultural	

knowledge	in	ethnographic	research	and	how	this	may	enhance	[the	researcher’s]	ability	to	

judge	 and	 to	 validate	 what	 they	 are	 told	 (ibid.).	 Demonstrating	 the	 complexity	 of	 such	

considerations,	Hannerz,	quoting	Merton	(1972),	has	observed	how	‘the	insider	and	outsider	

doctrines	 [are]	 simplistic	 ways	 of	 looking	 at	 group	membership’	 (2013,	 p.51).	 As	 Hannerz	

rightly	 points	 out:	 ‘being	 granted	 trust	 and	 access	 [to	 the	 field]	 is	 related	 to	 how	 the	

researcher	is	positioned	and	classified	by	the	participants:	Notions	of	proximity	and	distance	

between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 researched	 are	 then	 subculturally	 defined,	 clarified	 by	 a	

distinctive	 set	 of	 ascribed	 or	 achieved	 characteristics’	 (ibid.).	 The	 status	 of	 ‘insider’	 is	 a	

precarious	one	for	those	who	are	also	‘researchers’	in	the	field.	

Chapters	Six	and	Seven	of	the	dissertation	present	the	results	of	the	research.	These	

chapters	represent	the	themes	that	were	generated	from	the	major	themes	identified	in	the	

data.	 As	 such,	 Chapter	 Six	 is	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	 flow	 of	 power	 within	 the	 scene	 and	

investigates	‘two	conceptualizations	of	identity	that	can	help	frame	the	nature	of	subcultural	

participation	and	experience…	[that	is,]	identity	as	an	insider/outsider	dichotomy	and	as	an	

internal	 status	 hierarchy’	 (Williams	 2011,	 p.129).	 While	 Williams	 applies	 a	 symbolic	

interactionist	 approach	 to	 understand	 the	 ‘social	 stratification	 through	 which	 subcultural	

participants	are	organized	and	ranked’	(ibid.	p.133),	this	research	will	attempt	to	synthesise	

the	 Bourdieuian	 theory	 of	 ‘habitus’	 (1984)	 and	 Ingoldian	 emphasis	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 ‘skill’	

(2001;	 Ingold	and	Kurttila	 2000)	 to	establish	 a	 link	between	 the	discursive	 construction	of	
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authenticity	and	the	stratification	of	access	to	the	material	resources	that	make	participants	

of	the	scene;	that	constitute	them	as	‘authentic’	subjects	in	a	thoroughly	materialist	sense.	

Chapter	 Seven	 explores	 the	 interrelated	 concepts	 of	 place	 and	 self	 (that	 is,	 scene	

and	 identity)	 through	 the	 analysis	 of	 data	 that	 emphasise	 the	 emergent	 and	mutually	 co-

constitutive	 nature	 of	 both.	 In	 doing	 so,	 we	 will	 see	 how	 the	 ‘technologies’	 discourse,	

developed	 beyond	 the	 excellent	 work	 of	 De	 Nora	 (2000;	 2003;	 2004),	 contains	 within	 it	

enormous	 theoretical	potential	 that	explains	how	 ‘music	 is	not	 reflective	of	 social	 life,	but	

rather	constitutive	of	it’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.323).	Hancock	and	Lorr’s	development	of	

Roy	and	Dowd’s	 ‘technology	of	 the	collective’	 (2010,	p.190)	discourse	 is	particularly	useful	

here,	 emphasising	 the	 essentially	 social	 nature	 of	 the	 pleasurable,	 affective,	 and	

(trans)formative	 experience	of	music	 by	way	of	 an	 ethnographic	 study	of	 collective	place-

making	strategies	at	live	music	events.	As	Hancock	and	Lorr	argue:	

By	focusing	on	the	musical	practices	of	hardcore	punk,	we	[can]	refine	and	develop	

DeNora’s	 (1999,	 2000,	 2003,	 2011)	 music-in-action	 approach	 by	 illuminating	 how	

music	moves	from	a	“technology	of	the	self”	for	individual	identity	construction	to	a	

“technology	 of	 the	 collective”	 by	 bounding	 groups	 together	 through	 collective	

corporeal	and	symbolic	interactions	expressed	in	musical	practices.	(2013,	p.323)	

Finally,	Chapter	Eight	includes	brief	reflections	on	some	of	the	shortcomings	and	limitations	

of	the	research	and	suggests	a	way	forward,	not	only	for	academic	interest	in	hardcore,	but	

for	 any	 study	 of	 groups	 and	 the	 ways	 of	 living	 that	 demarcate	 them	 from	 the	 ‘other’.	

Additionally,	 this	 chapter	 explores	 how	 an	 advancement	 of	 the	 technologies	 discourse	 –	

what	 DeNora	 calls	 the	 ‘music-in-action’	 approach	 (2000)	 –	 facilitates	 new	 readings	 of	 the	

dominant	conceptual	apparatus	in	studies	of	music	cultures.		

	



	 20	

Chapter	Two:	Hardcore	and	The	Academy	

By	 1979	 the	 original	 punk	 scene	 had	 almost	 completely	 died	 out.	 Hipsters	 had	

moved	on…	They	were	 replaced	by	 a	bunch	of	 toughs	 coming	 in…	who	were	only	

beginning	 to	 discover	 punk’s	 speed,	 power,	 and	 aggression…	 Dispensing	 with	 all	

pretension,	 these	 kids	 boiled	 the	music	 down	 to	 its	 essence,	 then	 revved	 up	 the	

tempos	to	the	speed	of	a	pencil	impatiently	tapping	on	a	school	desk,	and	called	the	

result	“hardcore”.	(Azerrad	2001,	p.13)	

On	Hardcore	(or	Punk	after	1980)	

The	first	problem	posed	by	the	task	of	synthesising	existing	literature	on	hardcore	is	where	-	

or	 indeed	when	-	 to	begin.	The	disparate	scholarship	 that	has	been	carried	out	on	various	

aspects	of	the	hardcore	music	genre,	its	history,	sociology,	or	musicology,	has	not	yielded	a	

coherent	account	of	 the	musical	or	extra-musical	practices	at	 its	core.	Analysis	has	 tended	

either	to	essentialise	what	is	now	a	multifaceted	constellation	of	ideas,	beliefs	and	practices	

that	is	propagated	by	networks	of	people,	places,	and	objects	all	over	the	world.	Otherwise,	

there	has	been	a	focus	on	specific	ideological	iterations	in	groups	for	whom	hardcore	music	

is	an	expressive	resource	-	that	is	to	say,	the	specificities	and	idiosyncrasies	of	groups	within	

hardcore.	Few	attempts	have	been	made	to	address	what	it	means	to	do	hardcore	itself	or	

how	the	music	actually	works	 in	situ.	Scholars	have	tended	to	focus	on	 its	 links	with	other	

cultural	 forms	 -	 most	 notably,	 punk	 rock	 and	 straightedge	 -	 in	 lieu	 of	 engaging	 with	 the	

murky	question	of	what	separates	it	from	these	in	practice.	In	presenting	existing	literature	

on	hardcore,	this	chapter	will	survey	the	examination	of	hardcore	in	academic	contexts	and	

identify	some	of	the	ways	in	which	important	questions	about	it	remain	to	be	explored.		

Quite	 aside	 from	 specific	 theoretical	 connotations	 in	 academic	 discourse,	 this	

hardcore	‘constellation’	(whatever	its	precise	composition	or	forms)	is	almost	always	called	
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the	hardcore	scene.	Writing	on	the	uses	of	this	vocabulary	in	The	Philosophy	of	Punk,	O’Hara	

observes	that:	

The	“scene”	is	the	Punk	community	and	the	word	they	use	to	describe	it.	There	are	

local	 scenes,	 national	 scenes,	 and	worldwide	 scenes.	 The	 subsections	 of	 the	 Punk	

movement	 also	 use	 the	 term	 to	 describe	 themselves...	 (1999,	 p.16,	 emphasis	

added).	

Here,	 O’Hara’s	 notion	 of	 the	 ‘subsections’	 of	 the	 punk	 community	 includes	 the	 hardcore	

scene.	And,	those	who	‘also	use	the	term	to	describe’	the	hardcore	scene	are	‘Hardcore	kids	

(a	term	that	has	more	to	do	with	being	a	part	of	the	scene	than	your	actual	age)’	(Peterson	

2009,	p.8).	Peterson	and	Bennett	have	suggested	that	‘scenes’	has	operated	as	a	‘journalistic	

discourse’,	which	has	 ‘served	to	describe	the	music,	dress,	and	deportment…	[of]	marginal	

and	bohemian’	groups	in	the	20th	Century	(2004,	p.2).	In	this	sense,	 it	has	‘functioned	as	a	

cultural	 resource	 for	 fans	 of	 particular	 musical	 genres,	 enabling	 them	 to	 forge	 collective	

expressions	 of	 “underground”	 or	 “alternative”	 identity	 and	 to	 identify	 their	 cultural	

distinctiveness	from	the	“mainstream”	(ibid.).	The	notion	of	‘scenes’	has	also	recently	‘been	

developed	 as	 a	 theoretical	 framework	 in	 academic	 studies	 of	 popular	music,	 its	 local	 and	

global	 infrastructures,	 producers,	 performers	 and	 audiences’	 (Driver	 and	 Bennett	 2014,	

p.100).	The	usefulness	of	 scenes,	as	an	academic	discourse,	 is	discussed	extensively	 in	 the	

following	chapter	and	its	evaluation	as	an	appropriate	descriptor	and	conceptual	apparatus	

in	the	context	of	the	hardcore	scene	constitutes	one	of	the	central	aims	of	this	research.	In	

any	 case,	 at	 the	 level	 of	 everyday	 discourse,	 and	 as	 originally	 described	 by	 Irwin	 (1977),	

‘scene	exists	at	several	levels	and...	holds	a	variety	of	meanings.	Generally,	scene	refers	to	a	

subcultural	 identity,	overlapping	networks	of	people	 that	hold	 similar	 interests	and	beliefs	

and	 follow	 similar	 styles’	 (Haenfler	 2006,	 p.22).	 In	 hardcore,	 as	 Haenfler	 notes,	 ‘“support	

your	 local	 scene”	 [is]	 a	 common	 rallying	 cry’	 (ibid.).	 Scene	 is	 also,	 without	 exception,	 the	
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word	used	 in	existing	work	on	hardcore	and	hardcore	punk.	 It	 is,	argues	Purchla,	 the	right	

‘ethnographic	term’	because	it	is	used	by	participants	(2011,	p.199).	

In	terms	of	the	critical	and	popular	debates	about	the	punk-hardcore	nexus	alluded	

to	by	O’Hara’s	observation	above,	the	slippery	demarcations	between	the	‘punk	community’	

and	 the	 ‘hardcore	 scene’	 are	 just	 the	 tip	 of	 the	 iceberg.	 One	 tricky	 aspect	 of	 defining	

hardcore	 music,	 its	 wider	 aesthetic,	 and	 its	 milieu,	 is	 its	 ideological	 and	 stylistic	 genesis,	

though	 clear	 distinctiveness,	within	 punk	 rock.	 As	Haenfler,	 in	 his	 celebrated	 study	 of	 the	

straight	 edge	 ‘social	movement’	 -	 a	 cultural	 phenomenon	 that	 also	 has	 roots	 in	 the	 punk	

community	and	will	be	discussed	later	in	this	chapter	-	notes,	‘Old	school	hardcore	emerged	

in	 the	 early	 days	 of	 punk	 rock	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 1980s,	 before	 the	 two	 scenes	

separated’	 (2006,	 p.11).	 While	 hardcore	 is	 variously	 conceptualised	 as	 what	 Williams,	

referencing	Fine’s	staunchly	interactionist	work	(see	1979),	might	call	an	idiocultural	(2011,	

p.152)	 reaction	 to	dominant	meanings	attached	 to	punk	at	a	particular	 time	 in	 its	history,	

the	 degree	 to	 which	 it	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 wholly	 detached	 from	 punk	 is,	 in	 any	 case,	

widely	debated.		

Even	 blurrier	 than	 the	 issue	 of	 identifying	 the	 precise	 historical	moment	 at	which	

hardcore	became	(both	for	 its	participants	and	in	public	discourse)	a	cultural	phenomenon	

that	was	 identifiably	separate	to	punk	rock,	are	questions	about	the	geographic	context	 in	

which	 it	 did	 so.	 In	 attempting	 to	 lend	 some	 sense	 of	 perspective	 to	 the	 historical	 issues	

above,	Haenfler’s	solution	-	that	is,	to	identify	an	‘era’	in	which	‘the	initial	split	of	hardcore	

from	 punk’	 (ibid.)	 took	 place	 -	 is	 twofold.	 Haenfler	 defines	 the	 historical	 period	 in	 which	

hardcore	 emerged	 by	 compiling	 a	 list	 of	 seminal	 bands	 whose	 ‘common	 lyrical	 themes	

included	friendship,	standing	out	from	society,	and	voicing	opinions	and	concerns	about	the	

world…	 	 [who]	 shouted	more	 than	 sang’,	 and	whose	punk	 rock	 songs	were	 ‘very	 fast	 and	

relatively	 simple’.	 In	 doing	 so,	Haenfler	 also	 defines	 a	 translocal	 ‘underground	network	 of	
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musicians	 and	 fans’	 spread	 the	 length	 of	 the	 American	 eastern	 seaboard	 and	 into	 the	

Midwest,	assigning	them	credit	for	this	split,	and	describing	a	distinctive	aesthetic.	

In	any	case,	the	sheer,	visceral	intensity	of	hardcore	music	and,	in	particular,	its	live	

performance	constitute	the	measure	by	which	 it	 is	most	often	estimated	to	exceed,	at	the	

very	least,	the	sonic	possibilities	of	punk.	As	Azerrad,	recalling	the	release	of	Black	Flag’s	‘key	

hardcore	 document’,	 their	 album	 Damaged,	 writes:	 ‘The	 songs	 took	 fleeting	 but	 intense	

feelings	 and	 impulses	 and	 exploded	 them	 into	 entire	 all-consuming	 realities…	 blitzkrieg	

assaults	so	completely	overwhelming,	so	consuming	and	intense	that	for	the	duration	of	the	

song,	it’s	hard	to	imagine	ever	listening	to	anything	else’	(2001,	p.33).	Moore	notes	that,	‘it	

is	certainly	true	that	the	sound	of	hardcore	punk	was	nothing	if	not	pure	white	noise,	rock	

music	 which	 had	 been	 purged	 of	 nearly	 all	 its	 debts	 to	 rhythm	 and	 blues	 or	 any	 other	

“outside”	 influences’	 (2004,	p.322).	By	most	accounts,	hardcore	can	be	read	as	a	distinctly	

suburban	 re-interpretation	of	punk’s	 capacity	 for	 countercultural	expression.	Peterson,	 for	

example,	writes	 that,	 ‘Hardcore’s	originators	were	dealing	with	 the	world	of	Reaganomics,	

fear	of	nuclear	war,	increasing	class	and	racial	divisions,	in	addition	to	personal	problems	like	

harassment	from	parents,	jocks,	or	rednecks’	(2009,	p.13).	

It	is	certainly	true	that	much	of	the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s	–	that	is,	the	context	

in	which	Hardcore	was	 founded	 -	were	 dominated	 by	 the	 social	 and	 economic	 policies	 of	

conservative	political	 leaders	in	many	parts	of	the	world	(Haenfler	2015,	p.8).	Yet,	much	of	

the	existing	academic	work	on	hardcore	has	been	carried	out	by	authors	who	have	tended	

to	start	with	rather	tenuous	and	reductive	ideas	about	the	relationship	between	punk	music	

and	 various	 expressions	 of	 reactionary	 anti-establishment	 political	 attitudes,	 and	 then	

looked	 for	evidence	of	 this	 in	hardcore	music	and	 in	hardcore	kids’	 lives.	One	of	 the	most	

subjective	of	these	is	O’Hara’s	work	on	the	so-called	philosophy	of	punk,	in	which	he	asserts	

that	hardcore	 ‘is	simply	a	synonym	for	Punk	that	Americans	 invented	 in	the	early	eighties’	
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(1999,	 p.16)	 and	 claims	 to	 identify	 the	 ‘ideas’	 that	 comprise	 the	 ‘currently	 most	 held	

positions	of	the	punk	scene	today’	(ibid.	p.18).	O’Hara	concedes	that	punk,	‘is	ever	changing	

and	the	degree	to	which	Punks	are	active	in	producing	information	and	having	agreed	view	

points	 [sic]	on	specific	 issues	 is	mercurial’	 (ibid.),	 so	 it	 is	difficult	 to	accept	 the	premise	on	

which	a	quest	for	the	ideological	essence	of	punk	might	differ	only	for	‘Straight	Edge	Punks	

and	 Skinheads’	 (p.16)	 and	 not	 for	 -	 or,	 indeed,	 among	 -	 hardcore	 kids.	 As	 Blush	 says	

succinctly:	 ‘It	 would	 be	 wrong	 to	 say,	 “If	 you	 understand	 Punk,	 you	 can	 understand	

Hardcore”’	(2010,	p.14).	O’Hara	certainly	has	little	to	say	about	how	or	why	these	should	be	

viewed	as	similar.	

O’Hara	writes	that	 ‘the	visible	differences	 in	style	of	dress	as	well	as	differences	 in	

behavior	or	supposed	philosophies’	do	not	exist	among	any	other	group	of	punks,	 such	as	

those	 who	 might	 identify	 predominantly	 as	 hardcore,	 but	 also	 complains	 of	 dissatisfied	

readers	 of	 his	 previous	work,	whose	 own	 opinions	 and	 interpretations	 of	 punk’s	material	

cultural	 resources	do	not	 fit	 so	neatly	with	his	own	(ibid.).	Such	assertions	contrast	starkly	

with	others,	 including	Azerrad’s	powerful	 description	of	 the	 ‘quantum	difference	between	

early	punk	and	hardcore	-	 it	was	[Azerrad	suggests]	something	like	the	difference	between	

bebop	 and	 hard	 bop	 in	 jazz,	 or	 the	 leap	 from	 Chuck	 Berry’s	 affable	 rock	 &	 roll	 to	 Jimi	

Hendrix’s	freaky	electrocution	of	the	blues’	(2001,	p.130).	Even	O’Hara	would	have	to	admit	

that	 comparisons	 between	 Berry	 and	 Hendrix	 -	 especially	 socially-negotiated	 meanings	

attached	to	their	songs	by	each	musician’s	fans	-	do	extend	beyond	the	diversity	of	‘specific	

musical	styles’	to	include	ideas,	philosophies,	and	collective	behaviours	(1999).	In	any	case,	

O’Hara’s	work	highlights	a	tricky	issue	for	anyone	researching	hardcore.	While	it	is	not	as	if	

hardcore	 has	 been	 entirely	 absent	 from	 scholarly	 conversations	 about	 forms	 of	 popular	

music	culture	and	its	impact	on	various	aspects	of	people’s	lives,	it	has	had	to	be	analysed	in	

the	shadow	of	its	parent	music,	and	has	not	itself	been	a	central	topic	of	any	comprehensive	

academic	scholarship.	
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Perhaps	 it	 is	 because,	 like	 so	 many	 other	 turning	 points	 since	 the	 mass	

commodification	 and	 mediation	 of	 popular	 music	 in	 the	 20th	 Century	 (see,	 for	 example,	

Bennett	2000),	the	questions	of	when	and	where	the	specific	cultural	form	came	into	its	own	

identity	are	far	less	important	than	those	of	what	 it	actually	is,	who	 is	producing	it,	or	how	

and	why	 it	 is	 being	 consumed.	Moreover,	 as	Purchla	notes,	 ‘As	early	 as	1981,	 regional	US	

hardcore	 scenes	 were	 idiosyncratic	 due	 to	 geographical	 and	 infrastructural	 differences’	

(2011,	 p.201).	 In	 the	 end,	 any	 sense	 of	 an	 original	 hardcore	 moment	 is	 located	 in	 the	

interconnections	between	quite	disparate	urban	locales	(though	mostly	in	the	United	States)	

and	 therefore	 cross-fertilised	 by	 geographically	 diverse	 but	 distinctly	 local	 sensibilities,	

connected	 by	 shared	 roots	 in	 and	 readings	 of	 punk	 rock.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 social	 process,	

characterised	 by	 the	 plurality	 and	multiplicity	 of	 the	 redefinition	 of	meanings	 attached	 to	

punk	music	 and	 style	 -	what	Williams	might	 call	 an	 ‘interactional’	 process	 of	 demarcating	

new	 ‘cultural	 structures’	 (2011,	 p.158)	 -	 that	 hardcore	 first	 gained	 distinction.	 As	 Kuhn	

asserts,	Hardcore	was	‘first	used	as	a	synonym	to	punk	in	the	US,	developing	its	own	genre	

(often	named	hardcore	punk)	in	the	early	to	mid-1980s	by	favoring	low-key	visual	aesthetics	

over	extravagance	and	breaking	with	original	punk	rock	song	patterns’	(2010,	p.15,	emphasis	

added).	What	is	important	is	that	a	difference	is	assumed	to	exist	(Williams	2011,	p.42-3).		

If	 the	 first	 major	 problem	 confronting	 those	 researching	 hardcore	 is	 when	 and	

where	 to	begin,	 then	 the	next	has	 to	do	with	 the	 subsequent	diversification	of	hardcore’s	

aesthetic	-	both	musical	and	visual	-	as	well	as	its	ideologies.	As	early	as	the	contributions	of	

bands	 in	the	famous	Washington	D.C.	scene,	who	‘drew	upon	the	fast	tempos	and	concise	

song	forms	of	the	Ramones	and	Wire	and	the	dense	textures	and	riff-driven	songs	of	Black	

Sabbath	and	Deep	Purple	 in	 the	creation	of	a	new	genre’	 (Easley	2015,	1.1),	hardcore	was	

established	 as	 a	 site	 of	 musical	 innovation	 and	 diversity.	 As	 Smith	 reflects,	 ‘Hardcore’s	

capacity	to	absorb	style,	musical	convention,	ideology,	etc.	is	a	tradition	rooted	in	the	punk	

subculture’	(2011,	p.633).	Examples	of	musical	(and	associated	stylistic)	influences	that	have	
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had	 identifiable	 impacts	on	the	hardcore	scene	at	one	time	or	another	 include	Rastafarian	

and	 jazz-rock	 fusion,	 most	 notably	 through	 the	 contributions	 of	 the	 Bad	 Brains	 (Azerrad	

2001,	p.123),	heavy	and	extreme	metal	(Purcha	2011;	Sewell	2012),	and	‘emo’,	which	‘added	

more	 melody	 and	 complexity	 to	 [hardcore]	 music	 while	 still	 keeping	 the	 intensity	 and	

urgency	of	previous	bands’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.15)	-	though	this	list	is	certainly	not	exhaustive.	

Peterson	notes	how:	‘As	the	eighties	progressed,	hardcore	continued	to	diversify	in	sound	as	

many	 veterans	 of	 the	 scene	 gave	 birth	 to	 new	 projects	 similar	 in	 intensity	 yet	 strikingly	

different	 in	atmosphere	and	approach’	 (2009,	p.14).	Though	Peterson	has	very	 little	to	say	

about	the	specific	musical	forms	this	diversification	took,	he	notes	how	‘musical	boundaries’	

were	‘crossed	in	transforming	the	definition	of	hardcore	music’	(ibid.	p.137)	and	provides	an	

admirable	compilation	of	primary	accounts	of	this.	One	such	anecdotal	account	concerns	the	

divisive	but	salient	contributions	of	 the	Syracuse	hardcore	scene	 in	New	York	-	notably	via	

the	 band,	 Earth	 Crisis,	 who	 ‘paved	 the	way	 for	 a	more	metal-influenced	 hardcore’	 in	 the	

1990s	(Haenfler	2006,	p.16).	

The	 new	 sonic	 and	 cultural	 influences	 of	 metal	 constituted	 arguably	 the	 most	

influential	 crossing	 of	 musical	 and	 stylistic	 boundaries	 as	 the	 arrival	 of	 stylistic	 elements	

from	a	 later	manifestation	of	heavy	metal	created	a	 ‘second	wave’	of	 influence	within	 the	

hardcore	scene.	The	resulting	‘crossover’	of	metal	and	the	‘harder	elements	of	punk’	created	

several	 highly	 instructive	 hybrid	 genres	 (Kahn-Harris	 2007,	 p.21).	 That	 is,	 while	 early	

hardcore	 was	 defined	 largely	 by	 speeded-up	 and	 intensified	 characteristics	 of	 American	

punk	rock,	by	the	mid-1980s	the	music	had	incorporated	metallic	elements	that	blurred	the	

aesthetic	 lines	 (musically	 and	 stylistically)	 between	 punk,	 hardcore,	 and	 heavy	 metal	

(Peterson	 2009;	 Sewell	 2012;	 Purchla	 2011).	 Haenfler’s	 succinct	 periodization	 of	 the	

hardcore	 genre	 and	 (American)	 scenes	 is	 also	 useful	 here	 (2006,	 p.11-17).	 Although	 he	

claims	to	only	be	talking	about	‘straight	edge	trends’,	Haenfler’s	narrative	of	hardcore	music	
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can	 be	 applied	more	 broadly	 to	 describe	 the	 process	 through	which	 ‘hardcore	 and	metal	

have	fused	into	a	hybrid	genre	often	called	metalcore’	(ibid.).		

The	 bands	 of	 this	 era	 continued	with	 the	 intense	 social	 criticism	 of	 the	 emo	 era,	

taking	 on	 issues	 of	 racism,	 environmental	 destruction,	 hunger,	 and	 human	 and	

animal	 rights…	While	youth	crew	kids	sported	a	clean	cut,	athletic	 look	even	more	

metal-era	males	 were	 large	 and	muscular.	 Dancing	 became	 an	 acrobatic	 affair	 as	

kids	leaped,	punched,	and	kicked	through	the	air.	(Haenfler	2006,	p.16)	

Purchla’s	 insightful	research	on	‘crew	scene	hardcore’	also	sheds	light	on	the	development	

of	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 Purchla’s	 description	 does	 not	 map	 neatly	 onto	 Haenfler’s,	 which	

separates	this	period	into	the	earlier	‘youth	crew’	and	the	later	‘metal-influenced	hardcore’	

era	and,	 though	Purchla	 intends	 to	 ‘position	the	“crew	scene”	 [as	a	subsection	that	exists]	

within	 the	general	 field	of	American	hardcore’	 (2011,	p.198),	he	defines	 this	 in	 terms	of	a	

broader	diversification	in	the	hardcore	aesthetic.	This	metal-driven	process	of	diversification	

has	produced	new	sub-genres	of	music,	artefacts	of	style,	and	constellations	of	ideas,	all	of	

which	 have	 accumulated	 over	 more	 than	 three	 decades	 of	 hardcore	 innovation	 and	

consolidation.	 Such	 aesthetic	 transitions	 nurtured	 new	 forms	 of	 associated	 collective	

practices	 that	were,	 according	 to	 some	writers,	 supposed	 to	map	 homologically	 onto	 the	

dominant	 ideologies	 of	 the	 newly	 arrived	musical	 genres.	 Purchla	 has	 explained	 how	 ‘the	

ferocity	 and	 tempo	 of	 certain	 branches	 of	 hardcore	 punk	 became	 even	 less	 melodic	 and	

began	 to	 liberally	 employ	 a	 sonic	 aesthetic	 known	 as	 “breakdowns”’	 (2011,	 p.201).	

Breakdowns,	 Purchla	 continues,	 ‘inject	 slower	 “heavy	 metal”	 styled	 guitar	 riffs	 into	 fast	

songs’,	 facilitating	 a	 ‘harder’	 style	 of	 dancing	 ‘replete	 with	 punches	 and	 kicks,	 like	 a	

pantomime	of	 fighting’	 (ibid.).	 The	evolution	of	 this	 ‘constellation	of	musical	 “breakdown”	

and	 the	 dance	 performances	 at	 many	 hardcore	 shows’,	 included	 styles	 of	 dance	 such	 as	

‘slamdancing’	(see	Tsitsos	1999),	which	was	also	originally	known	as	the	‘Huntington	Beach	
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Strut’	(Blush	2010)	in	the	famously	violent	Southern	California	scene	in	the	late	1970s,	and	

‘moshing’	(Driver	2011;	Simon	1997),	as	well	as	a	greater	diversity	of	ideas	that	were	taken	

up	 by	 groups	 of	 hardcore	 kids	 and	 mobilised	 as	 resources	 for	 even	 more	 fragmentation	

within	the	scene	and	across	political,	ethical,	and	stylistic	demarcations.		

Some	 commentators,	 including	 Tsitsos	 (1999),	 have	 contended	 that	 there	 are	

homological	 connections	 to	 be	 made	 between	 the	 ideologies	 of	 various	 iterations	 of	

hardcore	 and	 the	 differences	 in	 collective	 signifying	 practices	 and	 forms	 of	 sociality	 that	

characterise	 them.	 Tsitsos	 observes	 how	 ‘hardcore	 scene	 members…	 expressed	 their	

rebelliousness	 less	 through	 looking	 different	 from	 others	 and	 more	 through	 aggressive	

behaviour,	 which	mirrored	 their	more	 aggressive	music’	 (1999,	 p.403),	 arguing	 that	 ‘they	

rebel	 in	order	to	 impose	their	 rules	on	others’.	Thus,	Tsitsos	claims	that,	 ‘the	 fundamental	

body	 movements	 of	 moshing,	 such	 as	 the	 more	 violent	 swinging	 of	 the	 arms,	 the	 more	

violent	 body	 contact,	 and	 the	 lack	 of	 group	 motion	 place	 even	 greater	 emphasis	 on	

individual	territoriality	over	(comm)unity	[sic]’	(ibid.	p.410).	At	the	same	time,	and	as	Tsitsos	

later	 clarifies,	 moshing	 ‘could	 not	 take	 place	 if	 not	 for	 the	 formation	 of	 a	moshpit’	 (ibid.	

p.411).	 Driver	 explains	 that,	 ‘The	mosh	 pit	 -	 usually	 referred	 to	 simply	 as	 “The	 Pit”	 -	 is	 a	

loosely	 defined	 space	 adjacent	 to	 the	 stage	 at	 hardcore	 music	 concerts	 where	 some	

audience	members	perform	highly	 stylised	extreme	 forms	of	 dance	 that	 appear	 to	 closely	

resemble	martial	arts	manoeuvres’	 (2015,	p.193).	 Importantly,	there	 is	an	 interrelationship	

(although	 perhaps	 not	 a	 homological	 one	 (see	 Willis	 1978)	 between	 the	 producers	 and	

consumers	of	live	hardcore	music.	As	Driver	observes:	

Instruments	tend	to	be	played	fast	and	loud,	often	interspersed	by	throbbing	guitar-

based	bridges	 [i.e.	breakdowns]...	 that	are	designed	 to	augment	 the	production	of	

frenetic	 energy,	 enabling	 various	 forms	 of	 seemingly	 chaotic	 audience	 activity	

experienced	at	hardcore	shows.	(2015,	p.193)	
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Likewise,	 hardcore	 is	 often	 mentioned	 in	 the	 literature	 addressing	 the	 similarly	 male-

dominated	 spaces	 of	 the	 Heavy	 and	 Extreme	 Metal	 subcultures	 (Kahn-Harris	 2006;	

Hutcherson	and	Haenfler	2010),	as	one	part	of	the	musical	backdrop	in	attempts	to	survey	

and	interpret	such	pseudo-violent	forms	of	dance.	Though	Riches	doesn’t	mention	hardcore	

specifically,	 she	 does	 reference	 scholarship	 on	 metalcore	 (see	 Hutcherson	 and	 Haenfler	

2010),	 observing	 how	 heavy	music	 performances	 are	 ‘inherently	 masculine	 because	 [they	

are]	 male-dominated	 site[s]	 that	 value	 displays	 of	 power,	 physical	 aggression,	 “brutal”	

instrumentation,	 and	 homosocial	 acts	 of	 male	 bonding’	 (Riches	 2015,	 p.264,	 original	

emphasis).	Riches	also	notes	that	such	performances	indicate	how	‘women’s	ability	to	fully	

participate	 in	 the	 subculture	 is	 conditional	 insofar	 as	 they	 must	 perform	 metal[core]	 on	

“male	 terms”’	 (ibid.	 p.265).	 Thus,	 though	 Driver	 uses	 words	 like	 ‘frenetic’	 and	 ‘chaotic’,	

others	have	more	poignantly	preferred	‘aggressive’	or	‘hypermasculine’.		

Moreover,	 writers	 such	 as	 Purchla	 have	 argued	 that	 it	 is	 precisely	 this	

‘aggressiveness’	 that	 ‘inscribes	 dancing	 as	 a	 male	 activity	 and	 excludes	 women	 from	 full	

participation	 in	 the	 ritual’	 of	 collective	 consumption	 (2011,	 p.208-9),	 denying	 them	 the	

opportunity	to	accrue	status	-	what	Thornton	calls	‘subcultural	capital’	(1995)	-	in	the	scene	

(Driver	2011).	For	this	reason,	the	distinctively	masculine	logic	of	the	distribution	of	power	in	

hardcore	 has	 drawn	 applications	 of	 Connell’s	 famous	 work	 on	 ‘hegemonic	 masculinity’	

(1995).	Though	it	has	generally	been	in	studies	of	straight	edge	that	this	feminist	critique	of	

hardcore	 has	 been	 developed,	 it	 is	 relevant	 that	 it	 is	 hardcore	 music,	 as	 an	 aesthetic	

material,	 that	 provides	 the	 site	 of	 cultural	 domination;	 it	 enables	 ‘the	 constellation	 of	

physical	 toughness,	 male	 dominance,	 and	 male	 centered	 aggression’	 and,	 therefore,	 the	

‘hypermasculine	 controls’	 of	 hardcore	 places	 (Purchla	 2011,	 p.209).	 In	 such	 places,	

‘gendered	 notions	 of	 aggression,	 bodily	movement,	 and	 the	 use	 of	 space	 are	 played	 out’	

(ibid.	 p.210)	 in	 ways	 that	mark	 them	 off	 as	 ‘masculine,	 heteronormative	 zones’	 (Williams	

2011,	 p.58).	 Referencing	Haenfler	 (2006),	 Sim	 and	 Baker	 have	more	 lucidly	 explained	 this	
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issue	 in	 the	 context	 of	 their	 own	 study	 on	 straightedge	 in	 Australia:	 ‘If	 the	 physicality	 of	

musical	engagement	plays	an	important	role	in	being	viewed	as	an	authentic	participant	of	

straight	 edge,	 then	 women’s	 participation	 in	 these	 practices	 leads	 to	 their	 overall	

commitment	 to	 the	 subculture	 being	 questioned’	 (2015,	 p.146).	 Unsurprisingly	 then,	

hardcore	 has	 featured	 in	 a	 great	 deal	 of	work	 investigating	 the	 extent	 to	which	 it	 can	 be	

productively	understood	as	an	‘oppositional’	cultural	phenomenon	in	the	sense	that	 it	fails	

to	challenge	dominant	attitudes	and	prejudices	towards	marginal	groups	in	wider	society.	

Hardcore	Punk?	The	‘Counterculture’	Discourse	

Hardcore’s	 origins	 as	 a	 ‘term	 of	 qualification	 that	 delineated	 the	 speeded	 up,	 more	

aggressive	sonic	and	stylistic	manifestations	of	punk	rock’	(Blush	in	Driver	2015,	p.193)	has	

often	inflected	academic	work	around	it.	Constructed	as	the	authentic	American	version	of	

what	 punk	 could	 have	 been	 in	 Britain,	 hardcore	 became	 little	more	 than	 an	 adjective	 for	

particularly	 aggressive	 and	 noise-driven	 articulations	 of	 punk	 rock	 and	 resulted	 in	 a	

particular	application	of	the	term	in	earlier	academic	studies,	referring	to	those	who	identify	

as	real	punk	rockers	and	who	were	deemed	particularly	committed	to	the	counter-cultural	

ideology	of	resistance	that	is	often	attributed	to	punk	(as	it	is	in	O’Hara’s	work,	for	example).	

In	 these	 formulations,	hardcore	becomes	 the	 radical	end	of	a	 spectrum	of	 countercultural	

ideas	and	lifestyles	that	imbues	it	with	a	singular	politics	of	social	criticism	that	is	adequate	

in	 neither	 scope	 nor	 scale.	 This	 simplistic	 and	 elitist	 conceptualisation	 of	 hardcore	 and	

hardcore	 kids	 suggests	 that	 this	 group	 exists	 at	 the	 tip	 of	 a	 pyramidal	 stratification	 of,	 to	

redeploy	 O’Hara’s	 term,	 the	 ‘punk	 community’,	 ascribing	 other	 iterations	 of	 punk	 and,	

indeed,	hardcore	 style	 the	 lowly	 statuses	at	 the	base	of	 that	pyramid.	 Even	 if	we	were	 to	

subscribe	to	this	 idea,	 it	does	not	and	cannot	explain	the	multiplicity	and	idiosyncrasy	that	

characterises	populations	within	this	group.	
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This	point	can	be	made	acutely	by	looking	at	how	‘Hardcore’	appears	in	Fox’s	study	

as	a	category	demarcating	the	boundaries	between	‘real	punks	and	pretenders’	(1987).	For	

Fox,	while	most	punks	 in	 the	 local	 scene	 that	provided	 the	context	 for	 the	 research	 ‘were	

less	dedicated	 to	 the	antiestablishment	 [sic]	 lifestyle	and	 to	a	permanent	association	with	

this	counterculture’,	the	‘hardcore	punks	were	the	most	involved	in	the	scene,	and	derived	

the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 prestige	 from	 their	 association	 with	 it’	 (ibid.	 p.350,	 original	

emphasis).	With	the	goal	of	describing	the	‘implicit	stratification’	(ibid.	p.346)	of	her	sample,	

Fox	 establishes	hardcore	punks	 as	 a	 small	 and	exclusive	 group	at	 the	 apex	of	 a	 system	of	

stratification	demarcated	by	‘four	typologies’	of	punk,	including	softcore	and	preppie	punks,	

as	well	as	a	 ‘spectator	category’	of	 ‘hangers-on’.	Fox’s	rather	uncritical	choice	to	apply	the	

term	 ‘counterculture[,	 implying]	 ...that	 [the	 punks]	 shared	 a	 specific	 normative	 system’	

allowed	her	 to	 observe	 ‘behaviors	 that	were	 consistent	with	 punk	 sensibilities’	 and	which	

‘along	 with	 verbal	 pronouncements’	 were	 ‘viewed	 as	 indicative	 of	 punk	 “belief”’	 and	

‘verified	commitment’.	At	the	root	of	the	‘hardcore	punk’	identity	then	is	the	high	‘degree	of	

commitment	 to	 the	 counterculture	 lifestyle’,	 apparently	 comprised	 of	 a	 singular	

constellation	 of	 practices	 that	were	 defined	by	what	Willis	might	 call	 a	 ‘homological’	 (see	

Chapter	Three)	relationship	to	punk	ideology.		

The	conflation	of	hardcore	with	hardcore	punk	is	then	a	difficult	issue,	not	least	for	

the	reasons	outlined	earlier	in	this	chapter.	At	the	same	time,	Purchla	argues,	hardcore	itself	

can	be	conceived	of	as	‘a	highly	differentiated	field	of	cultural	practices...	[with]	patterns	of	

interaction...	 [that]	 vary	 from	 scene	 to	 scene’	 (2011,	 p.199).	 These	 differences	 cut	 across	

‘geographical	and	infrastructural’	differences	(ibid.)	just	as	they	do	ideological	ones.	Indeed,	

‘punk	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 template	 for	 cultural	 resistance	 right	 across	 its	 different	

demographics	 and	biases’	 (Sharp	 and	Nilan	 2017,	 p.73)	 and	 this	 has	 led	 to	 a	 sense	 in	 the	

hardcore	scene/s	of	engaging	in	‘struggle’,	even	if	what	is	being	struggled	against	appears	in	

increasingly	‘nebulous’	(Sewell	2012,	p.39)	and	esoteric	lyrics.	As	Peterson	suggests,	‘A	lot	of	
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people	 in	 the	 nineties	 scene	 came	 to	 have	 extremely	 radical	 views	 on	 topics	 like	 animal	

rights,	gender,	D.I.Y.	[sic],	race,	[and]	spirituality’	(2009,	p.19).	To	be	sure,	Peterson’s	point	is	

not	 to	 set	out	a	 totalising	narrative	of	all	of	 the	ways	 in	which	 real	hardcore	kids	do	 their	

identities,	 rather,	 it	 is	 to	 illustrate	 the	 sheer	 diversity	 that	 has	 always	 characterised	 their	

subjective	 interpretations	of	what	 it	means	 to	do	so.	After	all,	 though	 ‘American	hardcore	

was	a	tradition	adopted	from	punk	culture’s	 implied	otherness’	 (Smith	2011,	p.634),	 it	has	

never	 been	 particularly	 important,	 as	 any	 symbolic	 interactionist	 would	 argue,	 to	 define	

what	or	who	‘the	other’	actually	is.	

Perhaps	that	is	why,	and	especially	since	the	early	1990s,	hardcore	has	tended	to	be	

defined	 in	 relation	 to	 numerous	 and	 ideologically	 diverse	 social	 and	 political	 movements	

that	are,	or	have	been,	comprised	principally	of	consumers	of	hardcore/punk	music.	Usually,	

attempts	 to	 explore	 and	 explain	 hardcore	 are	 oriented	 towards	 the	 prevalence	 of	 various	

forms	 of	 asceticism	 or	 the	 radical	 left-wing	 political	 views	 noted	 by	 Peterson.	 While	

veganism	(O’Hara	1999),	vegetarianism	(Kuhn	2010),	straightedge	(Haenfler	2006)	and	even	

Hare	 Krishna	 (Wood	 1999;	 Smith	 2011,	 p.634)	 movements	 overlapped	 and	 informed	 the	

politics	 of	 the	 scene,	 forms	 of	 anarcho-	 or	 crusty	 punk	 (Williams	 2011;	 Hannerz	 2013),	

Situationism	(Nehring	2006),	radical	feminism	(Schilt	2004;	Anderson	and	Jenkins	2001)	and	

queer	 culture	 (DeChaine	 1997;	 Ensminger	 2010;	 Sharp	 and	 Nilan	 2015)	 have	 also	 found	

expression	 in	 or	 alongside	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 In	 many	 of	 these	 studies,	 though,	 the	

umbrella	scene,	as	it	were,	of	‘hardcore’	is	imagined	as	a	kind	of	‘mainstream’	against	which	

the	 smaller	 group	 affirms	 its	 own	 distinction;	 ‘a	 subcultural	 other	 used	 to	 differentiate	

between	the	heterogeneous	in-group	and	the	homogenous	out-group’	(Hannerz	2013,	p.39).	

In	this	way,	many	of	these	studies	are	guilty	of	what	Hannerz,	after	Muggleton	(2000),	might	

refer	 to	 as	 a	 construction	 of	 group	 identity	 through	 a	 ‘distancing…	 from	an	 imagined	 and	

homogenized	mass’	 (2013,	 p.38).	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 ‘mass’	 of	 hardcore	 kids	 are	 imagined	 in	
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various	ways,	often	invoking	dominant	narratives	about	the	cultural	diffusion	(see	Blackman	

2005)	of	punk,	its	associated	excess	and	revolutionary	shortcomings.		

Yet	such	definitions	–	which	lean	toward	the	politically	left	(but	not	radically	left)	–	

are	not	exhaustive.	And	we	are	obligated	to	acknowledge	and	to	point	out	how	enthusiasts	

of	the	(sometimes	radically)	right	found	and	continue	to	find	a	sense	of	belonging	in	certain	

manifestations	 of	 hardcore	 (Blush	 2010,	 p.32).	 Claiming	 that	 hardcore	 ‘grew	 out	 of	 the	

suburban	 garages	 of	 California	 in	 the	 early	 1980s’,	Moore	 reminds	 us	 that	many	 of	 these	

early	 hardcore	 shows	 ‘were	 plagued	 by	 violence	 and	 machismo,	 its	 sentiments	 were	

sometimes	shamelessly	racist,	misogynist,	and	homophobic,	and	its	rebellion	was	routinely	

defused	by	apathetic	resignation	and	cynical	fatalism’	(2004,	p.317).	Though	to	some	extent	

writers	such	as	O’Hara	have	attempted	to	exclude	the	right	wing	of	the	hardcore/punk	scene	

from	 analysis	 by	 defining	 the	 ideological	 idiosyncrasies	 and	 homologically-relevant	

behaviours	 of	 these	 groups	 as	 symptomatic	 of	 a	mainstream	 for	which	 punk	 offers	 some	

kind	 of	 utopic	 alternative,	 it	 is	 a	 fact	 that	 some	 (or	 most)	 iterations	 of	 punk	 rock	 have	

provided	 a	 mouthpiece	 for	 supremacist	 ideals,	 including,	 in	 some	 cases,	 a	 ‘militant	

conservative	politics’	 (Smith	2011,	p.634-5).	Hardcore	 is	no	exception	here.	 Indeed,	and	as	

Moore	explains:	 ‘Hardcore…	embodie[s]	a	different,	and	 in	 some	ways	 larger,	 spectrum	of	

contradictions	and	possibilities’	than	punk	ever	did	(2004,	p.317).	This	observation	is	nothing	

new.	As	Blush,	writing	about	the	origins	of	American	hardcore,	has	previously	noted:	

Fucked-up	but	smart	white	kids	populated	Hardcore.	Their	bummer	legacy	included	

the	 Cold	 War,	 industrial	 decline,	 post-Vietnam	 trauma,	 racial	 turmoil,	 depression	

and	 frustration.	Some	resented	 their	own	socioeconomic	status	or	harboured	guilt	

over	 their	 forebearers’	 racism.	 Others	 seethed	 with	 hatred	 for	 outsiders	 stealing	

jobs	and	ruining	neighbourhoods.	All	knew	something	was	wrong.	(2010,	p.32)	
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All	of	this	is	to	say	that	the	task	of	defining	hardcore	music	or	its	uses	along	ideological	lines,	

and	 whether	 in	 relation	 to	 or	 opposition	 to	 punk,	 constitutes	 what	 could	 colloquially	 be	

described	as	a	fool’s	errand.	 It	was	perhaps	 inevitable	then	that	the	scholarly	 literature	on	

hardcore	 is	 comprised	 mostly	 of	 work	 seeking	 to	 understand	 how	 more	 specific	 cultural	

groupings	 –	 particularly	 straightedgers,	 ‘queer	 punx’,	 and	 radical	 feminists	 etc.	 –	 are	

informed	 by	 and	 lived	 out	 in	 various	 ‘local,	 translocal	 and	 virtual	 scenes’	 (Peterson	 and	

Bennett	2004)	and	in	ways	that	side-step	questions	regarding	the	nature	of	the	connection	

between	punk	and	hardcore	altogether.	Some	writers,	such	as	Purchla,	have	even	avoided	

usage	of	what	they	see	as	‘the	overly	inclusive	term	‘hardcore	subculture,’	which	may	refer	

to	a	multitude	of	practices	around	the	world,	 in	favour	of	a	detailed	analysis	of	[a]	specific	

“hardcore	 scene”’	 (2011,	 p.199).	 As	 Purchla’s	 words	 suggest,	 these	 smaller,	 more	

ideologically	 bounded	 groupings	 overlap	 or	 have	 often	 overlapped	 with	 the	 collective	

consumption	of	hardcore	music,	leaving	the	hardcore	scene	itself	as	a	vaguely	defined,	even	

mainstream,	‘other’,	relegating	the	hardcore	kids	who	do	not	fit	neatly	into	one	political	box	

or	another	to	the	position	of	hegemonic	ideologues	and	stripping	them	of	their	potential	to	

enact	their	own	politics	of	resistance.	Contrary	to	any	problems	encountered	in	separating	

hardcore	 from	 punk,	 in	 studies	 of	 these	 kinds	 of	 idiocultural	 groups	 within	 the	 scene,	

‘hardcore’	actually	becomes	juxtaposed	to	‘punk’,	embodying	all	of	the	sonic	 intensity	that	

original	 iterations	 of	 punk	 failed	 to	 realise	 and,	 simultaneously,	 all	 of	 its	 political	 and	

ideological	failures.	In	such	figurations,	the	subversive	essence	of	‘punk’	becomes	reclaimed	

by	writers	at	hardcore’s	expense.	It	is,	Williams	might	say,	just	a	‘straw	man’	(2011,	p.9).		

Hardcore	and	Straightedge	

While	 the	 music	 and	 culture	 of	 hardcore	 scenes	 around	 the	 world	 have	 largely	 escaped	

academic	 scrutiny,	 then,	 certain	 segments	 of	 these	 groupings	 have	 frequently	 been	

researched	in	studies	of	the	associated	‘Straightedge’	cultural	phenomenon	(Haenfler	2006;	

Williams	2005;	Wood	2006).	Straightedge	is	so	called	for	the	advantage	-	or	‘edge’	-	gained	
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by	punks	who	 rejected	 the	 tendencies	 toward	 substance	 abuse	 and	 sexual	 excess	 that,	 at	

least	to	some	degree,	characterised	earlier	manifestations	of	punk	rock	culture,	in	favour	of	

sobriety	and	abstinence	-	which	is	to	say,	being	‘straight’	(MacKaye	in	Azerrad	2001,	p.136).	

The	 genesis	 of	 straight	 edge	 in	 a	 song	 written	 by	 Washington	 D.C.	 hardcore	 kid,	 Ian	

MacKaye,	 is	now	so	 famous	 it	 is	hardly	worth	repeating	here;	 the	 lyrics	 ‘Don’t	drink,	don’t	

smoke,	don’t	 fuck;	 at	 least	 I	 can	 fucking	 think’	 have	written	MacKaye	and	 the	band,	 Teen	

Idles,	into	hardcore	and	rock	music	folklore	(see	Azerrad	2001;	Wood	1999,	2006;	Haenfler	

2006;	Kuhn	2010).	MacKaye’s	lyrics,	though	extrapolated	by	straightedgers	in	multiple	ways,	

dictate	what	Wood	 (2006,	p.70)	calls	 the	 ‘lifestyle	 tenets…	 that	one	must	 strictly	 follow	 in	

order	to	claim	a	straightedge	identity’.	As	Wood	explains,	‘straightedgers	are	known	for	their	

committed	opposition	 to	drugs,	 alcohol,	 and	promiscuous/casual	 sex’	 (ibid.).	With	notable	

exceptions,	this	opposition	or	resistance	to	the	supposed	dominant	values	and	attitudes	of	

society	is	almost	always	also	read	against	an	essentialised	or	at	least	stereotyped	narrative	

about	the	collective	consumption	of	punk	(and	therefore,	it	is	argued,	hardcore)	culture.		

Haenfler	 explains:	 ‘For	 many	 sXe	 kids,	 being	 clean	 and	 sober	 was	 the	 ultimate	

expression	of	 the	punk	ethos,	 an	act	of	 resistance	 that	defied	both	mainstream	adult	 and	

youth	cultures’,	and	saw	‘what	they	viewed	as	punk’s	self-indulgent	rebellion	as	no	rebellion	

at	 all’	 (2006,	 p.8-9).	 While	 the	 straightedge	 movement	 -	 usually	 abbreviated	 to	 ‘sXe’	 -	

originally	 took	 its	 symbolic	 inspiration	 from	 concert	 venue	 security	 staffs’	 practice	 of	

marking	 a	 thick	 ‘X’	 (and	 thus	 representing	 ‘straight	 edges’)	 on	 the	 back	 of	 underage	 kids’	

hands,	Haenfler	says:	

the	 movement	 arose	 primarily	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 punk	 scene’s	 nihilistic	

tendencies,	 including	 drug	 and	 alcohol	 abuse,	 casual	 sex,	 violence,	 and	 self-

destructive	“life	fast,	die	young”	attitudes.	The	youths	who	would	form	the	nascent	

sXe	 scene	 appreciated	 punk’s	 “question	 everything”	 mentality,	 raw	 energy,	
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aggressive	 style,	 and	 do-it-yourself	 attitude	 but	were	 not	 attracted	 to	 the	 scene’s	

hedonism	 and	 “no	 future”	 mantra.	 Straight	 edge’s	 founding	 members	 adopted	 a	

“clean	 living”	 ideology,	 abstaining	 from	 alcohol,	 tobacco,	 illegal	 drugs,	 and	

promiscuous	sex.	(ibid.)	

The	 first	 scholarship	 on	 straightedge	 didn’t	 emerge	 until	 the	 late	 1990s	 (see	 Irwin	 1999;	

Wood	 1999),	 but	 the	 topic	 became	 increasingly	 popular	 during	 the	 following	 decade	 as	

ethnographers	 with	 their	 own	 personal	 histories	 of	 participation	 published	 excellent	

research	 within	 distinctly	 American	 sociological	 traditions	 (Atkinson	 2006;	 Haenfler	 2006;	

Williams	2006).			

As	 evidenced	 by	 their	 contributions	 to	 popular	 histories	 of	 hardcore	 discussed	

above,	 Straightedge	 is	 a	 useful	 point	 of	 reference	 for	 mapping	 the	 salient	 moments	 and	

turning	 points	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	With	 roots	 in	 the	musical	 and	

everyday	experiences	of	punks	in	Washington	D.C.	during	the	early	1980s	(see	Smith	2011),	

any	 apt	 history	 of	 Straightedge	 is	 bound	up	 in	 the	 ‘interactional	 contexts’	 (Williams	2011,	

p.158)	 in	 which	 hardcore’s	 cultural	 boundaries	 have	 been	 periodically	 defined	 and	

renegotiated.	Hence,	many	of	 the	most	quoted	 resources	 for	 studying	 the	hardcore	 scene	

are	more	 centrally	 focused	 on	 interpreting	 and	 reconciling	 the	 asceticism	 of	 straightedge	

ideology	with	the	excess	that	characterises	dominant	histories	of	punk	rock	than	they	are	on	

the	 visceral	 or	 even	 ideological	 experience	 of	 doing	 hardcore	 itself	 (Wood	 2006;	Haenfler	

2006).	 After	 all,	 many	 of	 the	 bands	 whose	 musical	 careers	 define	 the	 so-called	 era	 of	

separation	 remain	 revered	 for	 their	 roles	 in	 the	 inscription	of	 the	straight	edge	 lifestyle	at	

the	very	core	of	hardcore	folk	knowledge.	This	was	also	true	of	those	who	implemented	the	

metal-inspired	 elements	 of	 crew	 scene,	 crossover,	 and	 metalcore	 that	 characterise	 the	

scene’s	development	into	the	1990s.	
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Importantly,	 though,	 very	 few	of	 the	 canonical	 studies	 of	 straightedge	 have	much	

that	 is	 positive	 to	 say	 about	 the	 role	 of	 music	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 either	 its	 cultural	

boundaries	 or	 the	 identities	 of	 its	 consumers.	 Aside	 from	 the	 general	 observation	 that,	

‘while	a	song	embodies	the	subjectivity	of	the	individual	[straightedge]	songwriter,	that	song	

is	 coercive	 upon	 other	 members	 of	 the	 subculture	 insofar	 as	 it	 evokes	 at	 least	 a	 small	

reaction,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	 a	 profound	 reaction,	 from	 the	 listener’	 (2006,	 p.29),	Wood’s	

research	 tells	 us	 very	 little	 about	 the	 role	 of	 the	 sonic	 aesthetic	 of	 hardcore	music	 in	 the	

formation	and	maintenance	of	straight	edge	identities.	As	Wood	observes,	‘while	music	may	

be	a	crucial	source	of	straightedge	identity	for	many,	there	are	some	individuals	who	claim	

to	maintain	the	identity	without	affiliating	themselves	strongly	with	its	music	genre	or	scene’	

(p.32).	Williams’	 study,	 already	quoted	and	heavily	 informed	by	 the	 traditions	of	 symbolic	

interactionism,	investigated	the	ways	in	which	straightedge	identities	were	constructed	and	

maintained	 in	 online	 spaces	 (2006).	 Heavily	 influenced	 the	 work	 of	 Fine	 (1979),	Williams	

emphasises	 the	 multiple	 ways	 in	 which	 distinctive	 groups	 that	 exist	 under	 the	 same	

‘subcultural’	trope	are	able	to	construct	authenticity	for	themselves,	challenging	‘the	thesis	

that	 youth	 cultural	 phenomena…	 rotate	 on	 a	 primary	 axis	 of	 music	 production	 and	

consumption’	2006,	p.175).	At	 the	 same	 time,	Wilson	and	Atkinson	have	argued	 that	 ‘one	

does	 not	 fully	 realize	 a	 corporeal	 practice’	 (2005,	 p.301)	 outside	 of	 this	 scene	 and	 that	

‘Straightedge	 is	 principally	 “done”	among	groups	of	mutually-identified	others	 in	 the	here	

and	now	of	everyday	life’	(ibid.).	

Despite	his	seeming	indifference	to	the	role	of	musical	practice	and	consumption	in	

straightedge	 culture,	 Wood’s	 research	 is	 useful	 in	 that	 it	 highlights	 the	 plurality	 and	

multiplicity	 that	 complicates	 any	 notion	 of	 a	 singular	 straightedge	 ideology.	 Tracking	 the	

‘mutation’	of	 straight	edge	 ideas	 through	 the	 ‘waves’	of	musical	and	 ideological	 change	 in	

the	 straight	 edge	 hardcore	 scene,	 Smith	 offers	 an	 intriguing	 exposé	 of	 how	 the	 Hardline	
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‘splinter’	of	straightedge	and	how	its	‘aggressive	avant-garde	ideology’	(2011,	p.634-5)	even	

came	with	its	own	‘Hardline	Manifesto’	attached,	which:	

proposed	 an	 ideology	 that	 denied	 the	 rights	 of	 those	 not	 ascribing	 to	 the	 SxE	

lifestyle	while	 asserting	militant	 conservative	 politics;	 pro-life	 and	 antihomosexual	

clauses	were	integrated	into	the	guiding	lifestyle	principles.	(ibid.)	

As	 ugly	 a	 manifestation	 of	 straightedge/hardcore	 culture	 as	 Hardline	 is,	 it	 does	 serve	 to	

show	how	interpretations	and	practical	iterations	of	straightedge	have	run	the	full	gamut	of	

political	 possibilities.	As	 Kuhn,	 leaving	Hardline	out	 of	 his	 analysis,	 has	 also	 remarked,	 the	

‘history	of	the	term	“straight	edge”	in	the	hardcore	punk	community	has	been	much	more	

colorful	 [sic]	 and	 long-lasting	 than	 Ian	 MacKaye	 could	 have	 ever	 imagined’	 (2010,	 p.12).	

Often,	 the	 ‘semiotic	 ambiguity’	 of	 straightedge	 enables	 ‘fundamental	 ideological	 shifts’	

according	 to	 the	 interpretation	 and	 reinterpretation	 of	 key	 texts	 (Smith	 2011,	 p.635).	 As	

Kuhn	observes:	

While	 the	 core	 of	 straight	 edge	 identity	 has	 always	 been	 the	 abstinence	 from	

alcohol,	 nicotine,	 and	 common	 illegal	 drugs	 such	 as	 cannabis,	 amphetamines,	 LSD	

etc.,	there	have	been	considerable	variations	on	how	far	to	take	the	interpretations	

of	 “abstaining	 from	 intoxicants”	or	 “living	drug-free”...	Disagreements	often	 relate	

to	the	primary	reasons	for	living	straight	edge.	Is	it	simply	to	remain	“sober”?	Is	it	to	

“avoid	cruelty”?	Is	it	to	be	“anti-consumerist”?	Is	it	to	attain	“moral	purity”?	(2010,	

p.13-14)		

The	diversity	that	characterises	these	various	readings	of	straightedge,	and	the	variations	in	

both	 ritualistic	 and	everyday	practice	 it	 has	 created	 among	 its	 principally	male	 adherents,	

has	 inevitably	 invited	 scholarship	 from	 within	 the	 field	 of	 masculinity	 studies.	 Identifying	

how	different	straightedgers	mapped	subjective	and	multiple	gendered	meanings	onto	their	

own	 subcultural	 practices,	 which	 are	 ‘often	 filled	 with	 contradiction	 and	 fraught	 with	
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unintended	 consequences’	 (Haenfler	 2004,	 p.80),	 Haenfler	 observed	 how	 radical	 social	

critiques	 challenge	 dominant	 expressions	 of	 masculinity	 but	 often	 ‘frame’	 these	 through	

various	‘masculinist’	discourses	(ibid.	p.82).		

While	hardcore	music	permeates	the	thick,	ethnographic	descriptions	and	interview	

testimony	that	comprise	 the	empirical	data	of	 these	studies,	 the	material	 role	of	hardcore	

music	 is	 often	 ignored	 in	 favour	 of	 analyses	 of	 lyrics	 (Wood	 1999)	 and	 the	 ‘rules’	 of	

straightedge	 ideology,	despite	 the	 fact	 that	 any	notion	of	 a	 clear	 and	definable	 version	of	

straightedge	no	longer	exists.	As	Atkinson	concludes,	‘Straightedge	asceticism	is	not	enacted	

universally	 as	 a	 singular	 regimen,	 but	 rather	 engaged	 on	 a	 continuum’	 (2006,	 p.71).	

Moreover,	the	issue	of	the	interplay	between	the	concomitant	identities	of	‘straightedger’,	

on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 ‘hardcore	 kid’	 on	 the	 other,	 loses	 visibility	 as	 the	 ways	 in	 which	

straightedgers	claim	distinction	is	constructed	against	both	a	homogenous	out-group	of,	to	

paraphrase	straightedge	lore,	drinking,	smoking,	fucking,	prototypical	hardcore	kids	and	the	

masculine	 subjectivities	 of	 those	who	 do	 not	 do	 their	 straightedge	 identity	 in	 identifiably	

similar	ways.	The	multiplicity	and	competition	that	are	evident	here	strongly	evokes	notions	

of	 Connell’s	 now	 indispensable	 work	 on	 men	 and	 masculinity	 (1995),	 which	 mapped	 the	

social	 implications	 of	 plural	 definitions	 of	 masculinity	 operating	 in	 the	 same	 social	 space	

onto	stratification	and	other	kinds	of	structural	exclusion.	Perhaps	this	is	why,	as	first	noted	

by	Leblanc	(1999)	and	elaborated	upon	by	Mullaney,	‘even	a	subculture	deliberately	carved	

out	 to	 oppose	 mainstream	 norms	 and	 values	 ends	 up	 reinforcing	 masculinist	 ideals	 and	

male-defined	 gender	 expectations’	 (2007,	 p.387).	 In	 many	 ways,	 this	 is	 the	 reading	 of	

hardcore	that	has	proliferated	most	effectively	in	academic	discourse,	as	a	debate	about	its	

positive	and	negative	effects	on	various	groups	of	young	men	and	women	rages	on.							
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Hardcore	and	Hegemonic	Masculinities	

Another	 aspect	 of	 scholarly	 interest	 in	 such	 practices,	 then,	 has	 been	 an	 emphasis	 on	

studying	 men	 and	 masculinities	 (Haenfler	 2004,	 2006;	 Purchla	 2011;	 Sewell	 2012).	 As	

outlined	 above,	 almost	 any	 historical	 narrative	 of	 hardcore	 constructs	 its	 authenticity	

against	what	was	viewed	as	the	petered-out	punk	scene	of	the	late	1970s.	What	is	important	

here	 is	 that	 it	 is	also	a	feminized	version	of	punk.	As	the	discerning	reader	has	doubtlessly	

already	 noted,	 descriptions	 of	 the	 hardcore	 aesthetic	 and	 narratives	 about	 its	 cultural	

genesis	are	heavily	gendered	by	masculinist	 ideas	about	 ‘speed’,	 ‘aggression’,	 ‘intensity’	or	

‘ferocity’.	Such	descriptors	are	often	juxtaposed	against	the	‘extravagance’,	‘style’,	‘visual’	or	

‘melodic’	 nature	 of	 punk.	 Such	 descriptions	 about	 the	 music	 extend	 to	 the	 associated	

stylistic	 practices	 of	 both,	 covering	 fashion	 and	 bodily	 adornment,	 economic	 and	

infrastructural	 issues,	 even	 extending	 to	 corporeal	 disposition	 and	 the	 ‘terpsichorean’!	

Indeed,	‘while	the	political	ideology	of	hardcore	espoused	inclusion	and	opposition	to	racism	

and	 sexism,	 its	 cultural	 practices	 ensure	 that	 the	 scene	 would	 remain	 almost	 exclusively	

white	 and	male’	 (ibid.)	As	 Sharp	and	Nilan	have	pointed	out:	 ‘White,	 heterosexual	 cismen	

dominate	 at	 most	 punk	 gigs	 on	 stage,	 in	 technical	 support,	 in	 front-of-house	 and	 in	 the	

audience’	 (2017,	 p.71).	 Likewise,	 Moore	 opines	 how,	 although	 ‘there	 were	 many	 young	

women	 involved	 in	hardcore	 subcultures,	 ...the	 violence	and	molestation	 in	 the	mosh	pits	

guaranteed	that	most	would	stay	away	from	the	shows’	(2004,	p.322).		

Azerrad,	 for	 example,	 tracing	 the	 emergence	 of	 different	musical	 practices	 in	 the	

American	hardcore	scene,	has	noted	how	‘the	preferred	mode	of	terpsichorean	expression	

was	a	new	thing	called	slam	dancing,	in	which	participants	simply	bashed	into	one	another	

like	 human	 bumper	 cars’	 (2001,	 p.14).	 These	 risky	 behaviours	 fit	 almost	 classically	 into	

Connell’s	 canonical	 work	 on	 ‘hegemonic	 masculinity’	 (1995),	 which	 is	 operationalized	 in	

culturally	 relative	 ways	 through	much	 the	 same	 process.	 Although	 the	 concept	 has	 been	

widely	debated,	and	occasionally	redeveloped,	in	its	simplest	form,	it	 is	 ‘understood	as	the	
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pattern	 of	 practices	 that	 allowed	men’s	 dominance	 of	women	 to	 continue’.	 On	 the	 other	

hand,	a	more	nuanced	definition	would	note	how:	

Hegemonic	 masculinity	 was	 distinguished	 from	 other	 masculinities,	 especially	

subordinated	masculinities.	Hegemonic	masculinity	was	not	assumed	to	be	normal	

in	 the	 statistical	 sense;	only	 a	minority	of	men	might	enact	 it.	 But	 it	was	 certainly	

normative.	It	embodied	the	currently	most	honored	way	of	being	a	man,	it	required	

the	 other	 men	 to	 position	 themselves	 in	 relation	 to	 it,	 and	 it	 ideologically	

legitimated	the	global	subordination	of	women	to	men.	(Connell	and	Messerschmidt	

2005,	p.832)	

Connell	 and	 Messerschmidt	 could	 just	 as	 easily	 have	 said,	 ‘scenic	 subordination’.	 As	

Haenfler,	in	his	own	application	of	Connell’s	ideas	to	research	on	straightedge	and	hardcore	

music,	 explains:	 ‘Hegemonic	 masculinity	 values	 competition	 and	 hierarchy,	 individualism,	

sexual	 prowess,	 physical	 toughness,	 rationality	 and	 emotional	 distance,	 dominance,	

aggression,	 and	 risk-taking’	 (2006,	 p.105).	 Though	 the	 use	 of	 the	 Gramscian	 term,	

hegemony,	 is	 useful	 here	 in	 describing	 the	 unequal	 access	 to	 cultural	 resources	 in	music	

scenes,	it	is	worth	pointing	out	that	it	also	implies	an	element	of	‘historical	change’;	that	is,	

that	 there	 can	 always	 be	 (and	 there	 always	 is)	 a	 ‘struggle	 for	 hegemony’	 (Connell	 and	

Messerschmidt	2005,	p.832-3).	Hegemonic	masculinity	implies	a	system	of	gender	relations,	

wherein	there	exists	a	plethora	of	both	alternative	and	‘complicit’	masculinities.		

In	 terms	of	 the	 empirical	 evidence	offered	by	Haenfler	 (2004),	 and	his	 contention	

that	 there	are	 ‘two	 faces	of	 straight	edge’	 -	both	 ‘progressive’	 and	 ‘hypermasculine’	 -	 it	 is	

just	as	easy	 to	 see	how	the	 ‘tough’	visual	and	musical	aesthetic	of	hardcore	maps	directly	

onto	elements	of	hegemonic	masculinity	as	it	is	to	argue	otherwise.	And	this	duality	-	what	

Haenfler	calls	‘masculinity	in	contradiction’	-	cuts	through	the	social	and	cultural	aspects	of	

the	 scene.	While	 Haenfler	 is	 at	 pains	 to	 emphasise	 this	 struggle	 within	 the	 straight	 edge	
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subculture,	 we	 have	 already	 seen	 how	 the	 primary	 spaces	 of	 the	 scene	 are,	 in	 fact,	

‘inherently	masculine’	(Riches	2015,	p.264,	original	emphasis).	As	Williams	has	convincingly	

pointed	out:	

Whether	 in	 a	 basement	 with	 ten	 people	 or	 at	 a	 festival	 with	 10,000,	 music	

performances	 in	 these	 genres	 [including	 punk,	 hardcore,	 and	 heavy	 metal]	 are	

predominantly	 male,	 with	 distinctive	 practices	 that	 mark	 them	 as	 masculine,	

heterosexual	 zones	 characterized	 by	 the	 expression	 of	 physical	 power	 and	

emotional	energy…	Slamming,	thrashing,	moshing,	and	similar	kinetic	rituals	require	

that	individuals	be	prepared	for	what	Lull	(1987:	242)	has	called	a	symbolic	“parody	

of	violence”	that	nevertheless	 leaves	participants	bruised	and	sometimes	bleeding.	

(2011,	p.58).		

Many	 researchers	 have	 also	 identified	 how	 straightedge	 -	 and	 hardcore	more	 generally	 -	

coalesced	and	developed	around	a	discourse	of	‘control’.	Indeed,	participants:		

involved	 with	 “constructive”	 hardcore…	 sought	 to	 take	 control	 over	 what	 they	

consumed,	 transformed	 passionate	 consumer	 tastes	 into	 a	 basis	 for	 cultural	

production,	 and	 used	 the	 methods	 and	 apparatuses	 of	 commercial	 media	 for	

creating	an	underground	scene	they	could	call	their	own.	(Moore	2004,	p.321)	

Taking	an	analysis	of	the	‘control’	discourse	further,	Purchla	has	investigated	an	idioculture	

within	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 known	 as	 the	 ‘crew	 scene’,	 and	 ‘uses	 the	 term	 hegemonic	

masculinity	to	highlight	the	constellation	of	physical	toughness,	male	dominance,	and	male	

centered	aggression	in	crew	scene	hardcore’	(2011,	p.200).	In	an	earlier	study,	Tsitsos	(1999,	

p.413)	mapped	a	‘desire	for	control	and	strength’	onto	the	place-making	practices,	such	as	

moshing,	 that	 characterise	 hardcore	 music	 performances.	While	 Haenfler	 has	 noted	 how	

many	women	perceive	straight	edge	and	hardcore	music	as	 ‘a	context	 to	 reject	what	 they	

viewed	 as	 negative	 aspects	 of	 femininity,	 such	 as	 passiveness,	 a	 constant	 concern	 with	
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impressing	men,	and	a	focus	on	appearance’	(2004,	p.84-5),	they	also	constantly	experience	

‘hypermasculine	binds’	(Purchla	2011)	that	deny	them	access	to	certain	resources	within	the	

scene.	That	is,	‘Although	the	scene	contains	a	significant	female	population,	it	is	uncommon	

for	women	to	be	full-fledged	members	of	crews’	(ibid.	p.198).		

Observing	 the	 marginalisation	 but	 consistent	 presence	 of	 women	 in	 various	

hardcore	scenes,	these	scholars	have	tended	to	engage	hardcore	as	a	collective	expression	

of	masculine	power,	but	also	as	an	emancipatory	space	in	which	men	resist	and	rearticulate	

their	manhood	(Haenfler	2006),	and	where	women	and	other	marginalised	groups	challenge	

tired	 gender	 roles	 and	 other	 ascribed	 statuses	 (Taylor	 2009;	 Sharp	 and	 Nilan	 2017)	 to	

varying	degrees	of	success.	However,	Haenfler	also	writes	of	‘the	contradictory	masculinities	

within	 the	sXe	scene’,	noting	how	 ‘Progressive,	 idealistic,	anti-sexist,	pacifist,	animal	 rights	

activists	 coexist	 with	 hypermasculine,	 domineering	 “tough	 guys”	 who	 resemble	 the	

stereotypical	 “jocks”	 they	 claim	 to	 resist’	 (2006,	 p.103).	 Though	 this	 argument	 is	

predominantly	played	out	 in	the	 literature	on	straightedge,	 it	 is	relevant	here	because	 it	 is	

the	‘diminished’	role	of	women	as	both	producers	and	consumers	of	straightedge	hardcore	

music	 that	 lies	 at	 the	 crux	 of	 their	 systematic	 exclusion	 from	 a	 socially	 validated	 straight	

edge	 identity	 (Mullaney	 2007,	 p.385).	 That	 is	 to	 say,	 that	 ‘straight	 edge	 does	 not	 offer	

women	the	same	feelings	of	belonging	or	social	connectedness	as	it	does	men’	(ibid.	p.147-

8).	Since	the	musical	practices	of	straightedgers	do	not	differ	in	concrete	ways	with	those	of	

non-straightedgers	 in	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 these	 observations	 are	 also	 relevant	 for	

understanding	the	academic	discourse	that	already	exists	around	hardcore.		

Hardcore	and	Queer	Identities	

This	interplay	between	hegemonic	and	marginal	identities	can	also	be	identified	in	studies	of	

queer	 identities	and	scenes	within	 the	hardcore	milieu.	Noting	how	 ‘hardcore	shows	were	

not	 queer-friendly	 venues’	 (Ensminger	 2010,	 p.58),	 such	 work	 negotiates	 space	 for	 a	
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queered	 history	 of	 hardcore	 through	 making	 visible	 the	 counter-hegemonic	 practices	 of	

members	 and	 groups	 within	 the	 scene,	 such	 as	 those	 who	 identify	 as	 ‘queercore’	 or	

‘queeredgers’	 (ibid.).	 Such	 practices	 are	 not	 only	 constructed	 against	 an	 out-group	 that	

exists	 outside	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 but	 against	 the	 scene	 itself.	With	 respect	 to	 ‘queer-

edge’,	for	example,	these	hardcore	kids	work	to	‘recodify	a	music	scene	often	derided	as	a	

hotbed	of	macho,	 lean,	spurious	music	shaped	by	a	self-righteous,	plebian,	clean-cut,	neo-

religious	philosophy’	(ibid.	p.62).		

‘Openly	gay	[or	non-heteronormative]	voices	were	also	rarer	than	one	might	expect	

in	a	supposedly	“alternative”	sub-culture.	The	scene	has	also	had	 its	 share	of	homophobic	

slurs	 in	 lyrics	 or	 in	 the	 banter	 at	 shows,	 which	 is	 likely	 the	 by-product	 of	 the	 macho	

overtones	 that	 can	 often	 accompany	 the	 music’	 (Peterson	 2009,	 p.37).	 As	 noted	 in	 the	

previous	section	on	hegemonic	masculinity,	dominant	ways	of	doing	manhood	in	the	scene	

remain	problematic	in	terms	of	the	effect	on	the	participation	and	experiences	of	those	who	

are	 unable	 or	 unwilling	 to	 perform	 it	 themselves.	 Yet,	 as	 Haenfler	 points	 out:	 ‘Multiple	

expressions	 of	 masculinity	 emerge	 within	 any	 single	 men’s	 movement	 and	 each	 faces	

problems	reconstructing	manhood	in	a	masculine	context’	(2006,	p.103).	Just	as	many	have	

identified	the	‘masculine,	heterosexual’	(Williams	2011,	p.58)	or	‘hypermasculine’	(Haenfler	

2006,	p.103)	nature	of	dominant	voices	in	the	hardcore	scene,	scholars	have	also	worked	to	

represent	the	voices	of	punks	and	hardcore	kids	doing	alternative	masculinities.		

It	 is	 worth	 noting	 that	 research	 on	 queer	 representations	 of	 these	 music	 scenes	

almost	 exclusively	 works	 within	 the	 broader	 discourse	 of	 ‘punk’,	 leaving	 the	 idea	 of	 a	

hardcore	 scene	 juxtaposed	 against	 the	 oppositional	 or	 emancipatory	 potentialities	 of	 the	

counterculture.	 Such	 studies	 often	 point	 out	 how:	 ‘Typically	 epitomized	 by	 songs	 that	 are	

short	bursts	 -	 frenzied,	no-frills,	and	aggressive	 -	 traditional	hardcore	punk	often	 reveals	a	

hypermasculine	and	homophobic	master	narrative	that	seemingly	contrasts	with	the	lore	of	
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punk	music’	(Ensminger	2010,	p.50).	Others	have	even	gone	so	far	as	to	point	to	‘the	advent	

of	hardcore	and	 the	mosh	pit’	 as	 the	moment	 in	 the	wider	development	of	punk	when	 ‘a	

new	 era	 of	 machismo	 and	 heterosexual	 rigidity	 was	 ushered	 in’	 (LaBruce,	 cited	 in	 Taylor	

2009,	p.7).	The	argument	is	thus	well-encapsulated	by	Taylor:	

As	 the	 global	 popularity	 of	 hardcore	 and	 alternative	 punk	 styles	 have	 grown,	

subsequently	 becoming	 consumed	 by	 the	 major	 labels	 and	 gaining	 commercial	

acceptance,	punk	-	in	its	various	contemporary	incarnations	-	has	been	charged	with	

abandoning	 its	 cause	 and	 failing	 to	 extend	 the	 boundaries	 of	 its	 social	 critique,	

becoming	hostile	towards	outward	expressions	of	queer	gender	and	sexuality.	(ibid.)	

This	 diagnosis	 certainly	 fits	 Azerrad’s	 summary	 of	 hardcore’s	 contribution,	 so	 to	 speak,	 to	

the	punk	sound-	and	 ideoscape,	describing	 its	early	aesthetic	as	 ‘a	combustible	mixture	of	

white	 teenage	 male	 angst	 and	 frustrated	 energy’	 (2001,	 p.130).	 Perhaps	 that	 is	 why	

researchers	 and/or	 their	 respondents	 working	 on	 chronicling	 the	 non-heteronormative	

voices	 in	 these	 scenes	 regularly	 (if	 not	 exclusively)	 construct	 their	 histories	 through	 a	

discourse	of	 ‘punk’	 rather	 than	 ‘hardcore’	 practices	 and	 identities.	 Sharp	 and	Nilan	 (2015;	

2017),	 for	 example,	 have	 noted	 how	 ‘queer-identified	 young	 women…	 construct	 a	 viable	

identity	 in	 [the]	 masculine	 space	 [of	 the	 Newcastle	 hardcore	 music	 scene]	 through	 the	

liberating	 subversive	 discourse	 of	 punk’	 (2015,	 p.451).	 In	 this	 example,	 hardcore	 is	

constructed	 as	 the	 domineering	 mainstream	 against	 which	 punk	 offers	 the	 means	 to	

struggle.	Similarly,	Ensminger	writes	about	the	important	contributions	of	lesbian	members	

of	the	scene	but	focuses	only	on	how	‘female-dominated	band[s]...	carved	out	a	unique	and	

angular	post-punk	 sensibility	 in	 the	midst	of	1980s	male-dominated	hardcore’	 (2010,	p.64,	

emphasis	added).	While	these	studies	do	serve	the	obvious	priority	of	representing	the	self-

making	 experiences	 of	 groups	 who	 are	marginalised	 within	 the	 scene,	 they	 also	 describe	

hegemonic	experiences	and	the	dominant	histories,	against	which	these	marginal	identities	
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are	defined,	in	ways	that	homogenize	the	music	and	its	consumers,	in	addition	to	those	who	

comprise	the	out-group	created	by	and	through	their	discourse.	

Australian	Hardcore	

In	Australia,	the	situation	in	terms	of	academic	scholarship	on	hardcore	has	left	a	similar	gap	

by	 failing	 to	pay	attention	 to	 the	wider	 scene,	with	 several	 excellent	ethnographic	 studies	

assessing	the	politics	of	resistance	of	specific	groupings	within	local	scenes.	About	as	close	as	

anyone	has	come	to	analysing	Australian	hardcore	 itself	 is	Nilan	and	Threadgold’s	study	of	

the	 ‘moral	 economy’	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 in	 Newcastle	 (NSW),	 which	 explores	 how	

‘Hardcore	fans	and	other	contemporary	music	enthusiasts	who	abstain	from	drugs,	alcohol	

and	 promiscuous	 sex	 classify	 themselves	 as	 straight	 edge,	 distinguishing	 themselves	 from	

other	 hardcore	music	 fans’	 (2015,	 p.77-78).	Again,	 though,	 the	 emphasis	 on	 strategies	 for	

the	 claiming	 of	 ‘moral	 distinction’	 inevitably	 leads	 to	 their	 focus	 on	 discourses	 about	

straightedge	being	constructed	against	 the	 ‘stereotype…	of	 the	mainstream	binge-drinking	

young	person	in	the	hardcore	music	scene’	(ibid.	p.79).		

My	 own	 work	 with	 young	 male	 hardcore	 kids	 on	 Australia’s	 Gold	 Coast,	 though	

relatively	small	in	scope	and	completed	as	an	undergraduate	research	project	that	served	as	

a	kind	of	pilot	study	to	this	thesis,	identified	a	discourse	of	‘embodied	competence’	(Driver	

2011)	 in	 constructions	 of	 authenticity	 within	 the	 scene.	 In	 that	 study,	 I	 noted	 how	

respondents	 claimed	 to	be	able	 to	 read	 the	personal	histories	of	 those	whom	Muggleton,	

after	Schutz	 (1980),	might	call	 ‘consociates’	 (i.e.	 ‘those	with	whom	[hardcore	kids]	 share	a	

“community”	 of	 both	 time	 and	 space’	 (2000,	 p.65)	 in	 bodily	 disposition	 and	 ritualistic	

competence.	 When	 pressed	 for	 further	 explanation,	 almost	 all	 of	 these	 respondents	

referred	to	how	the	development	of	practical	embodied	skills,	such	as	the	forms	of	hardcore	

dance	 noted	 above,	 are	 derived	 from	 long-term	 participation	 and	 bodily	 application	 in	

hardcore	 places.	Heavily	 influenced	by	 Ingold’s	work	with	 indigenous	 circumpolar	 peoples	



	 47	

and	their	mechanisms	for	cultural	diffusion,	my	aim	was	to	show	how	‘skills	are	not	realised	

in	 the	 mechanical	 mastery	 of	 some	 technique	 but	 in	 the	 ability	 of	 the	 agent	 to	 achieve	

synergy	between	the	body	and	the	ecology	[hardcore	scene]’	(2011,	p.983).	Along	with	my	

respondents,	 however,	 I	 failed	 to	 acknowledge	 how	 this	 ‘logic	 of	 authenticity’	 (see	Driver	

2015)	 assumes	 equal	 access	 to	 the	 experiential	 ‘contexts	 which	 afford	 selected	

opportunities	for	perception	and	action’	(Ingold	in	Driver	2011,	p.983)	to	all	participants.	

In	what	could	be	read	as	a	poignant	(but	not	explicit)	response	to	my	research,	Sim	

and	 Baker’s	 (2015)	 work	 with	 an	 admittedly	 small	 sample	 of	 straightedge	 women	 in	

Queensland	reveals	the	marginal	experience	of	straightedge	women	and	exposes	masculine	

structures,	like	those	glossed	over	by	Driver’s	research,	within	the	hardcore	and	straightedge	

scenes	within	the	same	local	context.	As	noted	earlier	 in	this	chapter,	Sim	and	Baker	show	

how	scene	spaces	designated	for	the	collective	consumption	of	music	(and	the	performance	

of	scene-based	skill)	are	often	experienced	as	hostile	by	some	young	women	and	others	who	

may	have	less	access	to	the	masculine	resources	required	to	fully	participate	in	them.	In	this	

way,	rather	than	finding	an	inclusive	space	for	women,	Sim	and	Baker	identify	one	that	has	

much	more	 in	 common	 with	 earlier	 hardcore	 scenes	 elsewhere;	 where	 the	mostly	 ‘Male	

participants	 continue	 to	 reproduce	 practices	 that	 both	 undermine	 and	 devalue	 women’s	

participation’	 (ibid.	 p.146).	 Writing	 in	 an	 American	 context,	 Mullaney’s	 earlier	 research	

certainly	supports	these	ideas:	

A	 focus	 on	 male	 bonding	 effectively	 pushed	 women	 to	 the	 margins…	 creating	 a	

space	described	by	early	participants	as	“boy-oriented,”	“macho,”	and	“insular”	with	

an	overriding	theme	of	“male-centered	egocentricity”.	(2007,	p.386)				

While	 studies	 such	 as	 Sim	 and	 Baker’s,	 as	 well	 as	 Mullaney’s,	 remain	 important,	 we	 are	

obliged	to	acknowledge	all	of	the	discursive	effects,	 including	the	way	in	which	they	fail	to	

explain	 the	 function	and	process	of	doing	hardcore	beyond	the	homogenised	stratification	
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of	youth	cultural	space	by	gender.	In	fact,	Sharp	and	Nilan’s	research	explicitly	acknowledges	

how,	in	their	own	work	with	queer	punks	in	Australia,	‘cis-het	[sic]	men	are	represented…	as	

a	more	 or	 less	 homogenous	 group’	 (2017,	 p.73).	 As	 these	writers	 helpfully	 point	 out,	 this	

homogeneity	 is	not	the	empirical	reality	of	a	scene	that	 is	actually	characterised	by	‘highly	

varied	 masculine	 subjectivities’	 but	 is,	 rather,	 manifested	 discursively	 as	 their	 ‘queer	

research	participants	described	mainstream	men	 in	punk	 that	way’	 (ibid.).	 There	 is	 then	a	

space	 here	 for	 a	 more	 general	 survey	 of	 hardcore	 in	 Australia.	 While	 it	 is	 true	 that	 the	

hardcore	 scene,	 as	 a	 predominantly	 white,	 male,	 heterosexual	 construct	 (Williams	 2011,	

p.58),	 often	 functions	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 the	 space	 in	 which	 marginal	 groups	 already	

experience	 exclusion,	 the	 question	 of	 what	 it	 is	 that	 most	 hardcore	 kids	 get	 from	 their	

participation	in	and	experiences	of	the	scene	is	still	a	relevant	one.	If,	as	Messner	(1997)	has	

famously	 suggested,	masculinity	 really	 is	 ‘in	 crisis’	 and	men	 are	 ‘retreating	 to	 homosocial	

(“male	only”)	preserves’	 (Haenfler	 2006,	p.106)	 such	as	music	 scenes,	 then	why	are	 these	

men	 choosing	 hardcore?	What	masculine	 idiosyncrasies	 define	 it?	What	 are	 these	 ‘highly	

varied	 masculine	 subjectivities’	 and	 how	 do	 these	 men	 use	 hardcore	 music	 to	 construct	

themselves	 as	 (masculine	or	heterosexual	 or	whatever)	 subjects?	What	 is	 it	 that	 connects	

them	across	ideological	differences?	And	what	are	the	limits	of	these	differences?	

Conclusion	

In	this	chapter	I	have	supplemented	a	review	of	academic	research	on	the	topic	of	hardcore	

with	popular	works	on	its	genesis	and	history	within	the	broader	punk	milieu.	In	addition	to	

drawing	attention	to	a	significant	gap	in	scholarly	discourse	in	terms	of	understanding	some	

of	 the	 dominant	 interpretations	 of	 hardcore	 music,	 artefacts,	 and	 ritual	 practices	 of	 the	

scene,	 I	 have	 attempted	 to	 show	 how	 any	 holistic	 understanding	 of	 hardcore	 cannot	 be	

reduced	to	the	objective	characteristics	of	its	musical	products,	nor	to	neatly-defined	politics	

or	ideologies.	While	hardcore’s	genesis	lies	ostensibly	in	American	iterations	of	punk	in	the	

late	1970s	and	early	1980s,	the	two	musical	styles	and	cultures	have	since	diverged	to	such	
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an	extent	that	it	is	unproductive	to	continue	to	consider	them	as	inextricably	linked	cultural	

phenomena.	As	we	have	seen,	even	within	the	hardcore	scene,	there	has	been	such	a	high	

degree	of	stylistic	and	ideological	divergence	that	scholarly	analyses	have	tended	to	be	quite	

limited	in	scope,	making	the	task	of	studying	the	relationship	between	hardcore	music	and	

the	practices	through	which	it	is	mediated,	and	the	everyday	lives	of	its	listeners	difficult.	

Developing	a	study	of	hardcore	necessitates	a	survey	of	approaches	to	scholarship	

of	popular	music	genres	and	the	cultural	groupings	that	cohere	around	them.	The	following	

chapter	 investigates	 the	 development	 of	 scholarly	 concerns	 with	 these	 groupings,	 which	

have	 been	 almost	 exclusively	 read	 as	 ‘youth	 cultural	 forms’	 (and	 framed	 as	 such	 in	 key	

debates;	 see:	 Muggleton	 2005;	 Blackman	 2005),	 with	 a	 particular	 emphasis	 on	 academic	

studies	 of	 music-based	 cultural	 groupings.	 The	 aim	 here	 will	 be	 to	 map	 the	 myriad	

conceptual	 frameworks	 that	 have	 been	 developed	 and	 applied	 from,	 and	 to,	 such	

phenomena,	 but	 also	 to	 assess	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 such	 studies	 have	 essentialised	 the	

meanings	that	are	socially	ascribed	to	them.	In	doing	so,	I	will	address	the	issues	that	have	

marginalised	questions	about	the	role	of	the	collective	consumption	of	the	music	itself	in	the	

formation	and	maintenance	of	these	groups.	 I	will	draw	particular	attention	to	the	ways	in	

which	 a	 preoccupation	 with	 ideology	 and	 critical	 debates	 regarding	 the	 nature	 of	 the	

process	 of	 its	 codification	 have	 missed	 the	 aesthetic,	 material,	 and	 corporeal	 aspects	 of	

collective	music-based	practices.	
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Chapter	Three:	Youth	Culture	and	Subculture	

What	 is	 a	 “subculture”?	 What	 distinguishes	 it	 from	 a	 “community”?	 And	 what	

differentiates	 these…	 from	 the	 “masses”,	 the	 “public”,	 “society”,	 “culture”?	 These	

are	obstinate	questions	 to	which	 there	 is	no	agreed	answer,	but	 rather	a	debate	 -	

the	problem	at	the	root	of	which	is	about	how	scholars	imagine	and	make	sense	of	

people,	not	as	individuals,	but	as	members	of	discrete	populations	or	social	groups.	

(Gelder	and	Thornton	1997	in	Jenks	2005,	p.12)	

Subculture?	

If	we	accept	the	argument,	for	which	there	is	now	a	substantial	body	of	empirical	evidence,	

that	 ‘through	the	music	experience	we	become	a	part	of	 something	 larger	 than	ourselves,	

[then	 this]	 requires	 that	 we	 conceptualize	 something	 beyond	 music,	 its	 producers,	 or	 its	

consumers’	 (Williams	2006,	 p.174).	And,	 as	Williams	has	pointed	out,	 ‘This	 something	has	

traditionally	been	“subculture”’	(ibid.).	Indeed,	it	 is	difficult	to	imagine	research	into	music,	

culture,	and	identity	that	did	not	address,	in	some	way,	the	notion	of	subculture.	As	Bennett	

and	Kahn-Harris	have	noted,	‘the	concept	of	subculture	has	dominated	the	study	of	youth,	

style,	music	and	leisure	in	the	related	fields	of	sociology	and	cultural	studies	since	the	mid-

1970s,	when	the	Birmingham	Centre	for	Contemporary	Cultural	Studies	(CCCS)	published	its	

seminal	 account	of	post-Second	World	War	British	working-class	 youth’	 (2004,	p.1).	While	

the	 CCCS	 did	 not	 invent	 the	 idea	 of	 subculture,	 which	 already	 came	 with	 decades	 of	

(American)	 theoretical	 and	 empirical	 connotations	 attached,	 its	 formative	 body	 of	 work	

represents	 the	 moment	 when	 its	 uses	 ‘moved	 away	 from	 the	 study	 of	 youth	 gangs	 and	

towards	style-based	youth	cultures,	such	as	Teddy	boys,	mods,	rockers	and	skinheads,	which	

from	 the	1950s	onwards	 rapidly	became	an	 integral	 feature	of	 everyday	British	 social	 life’	

(Bennett	1999,	p.600).	The	spectacularly	and	visibly	distinctive	styles	of	these	groupings	was	

the	pivotal	development	 in	the	appropriation	of	a	concept,	which	 ‘at	 its	base	 is	concerned	

with	agency	and	action	belonging	to	a	subset	or	social	group	that	is	distinct	from	but	related	
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to	the	dominant	culture’	(Blackman	2005,	p.2).	Crucially,	demarcations	between	the	groups	

and	their	characteristic	and	distinctive	ways	of	 living	have	often	been	infused	with	Marxist	

notions	of	class	domination	and	struggle	(see	Clarke	et	al.	1976;	Willis	1978;	Hebdige	1979),	

with	all	necessary	epistemologial	and	ideological	connotations.		

Subcultural	 studies	 has	 always	 been	 an	 important	 site	 for	 testing	 such	 macro-

sociological	 theories	 and	 perspectives,	 and	 for	 mapping	 and	 debating	 broader	 social	 and	

cultural	 shifts.	 Kahn-Harris	 contends	 that,	 ‘“society”	 (or	 “culture”)	 is	 simply	 too	 broad’	 a	

concept	 to	 ‘locate	 social	 phenomena’	 and	 that	 smaller	 groups	 of	 individuals	 whose	

interaction	 is	 bound	up	 in	distinctive	 ideas,	 objects	 and	practices	have	provided	a	 ‘middle	

range’	setting	that	has	been	useful	in	describing	the	‘social	contexts	within	which	interaction	

takes	 place’	 (2007,	 p.12).	 That	 is,	 by	 ‘breaking	 down	 the	 intimidating	 size	 of	 society…	 the	

social	becomes	navigable,	recognizable	and	“visible”’	(Bennett	and	Kahn-Harris	2004,	p.13).	

It	 is	 perhaps	 not	 surprising	 then	 that	 the	 hermetic	 forms	 of	 sociality	 described	 by	 CCCS	

accounts	were	quickly	 found	to	be	empirically	unworkable.	From	the	1990s,	write	Bennett	

and	Kahn-Harris,	 it	was	argued	that	 ‘the	combined	effects	of	post-industrialization	and	the	

increasing	amounts	of	unstructured	free	time	available	to	young	people	had	given	rise	to	a	

new	 “clubbing	 culture”’	 (ibid.	 p.11),	 resulting	 in	 ‘the	 relationship	 between	 style,	 musical	

taste	 and	 identity	 [becoming]	 progressively	 weaker	 and	 articulated	 more	 fluidly’.	 Several	

writers	 have	 also	 observed	 that,	 ‘New	 cultural	 practices	 like	 “clubbing”	 (electronic	music)	

have	seemed	to	engage	young	people	 from	a	greater	mix	of	 socio-economic	backgrounds,	

ethnicities,	 and	 gender	 and	 sexual	 identities’	 (Woodman	 and	 Wyn	 2015,	 p.46).	 Such	

developments	 are	widely	 (but	 not	 universally)	 believed	 to	 have	 rendered	 the	 ‘structurally	

grounded	 concept	 of	 subculture…	 increasingly	 redundant’	 (Bennett	 and	 Kahn-Harris	 2004,	

p.11)	 and	 ‘identity	 is	 increasingly	 ambiguous,	 and	 has	 to	 be	worked	 at	 individually	 in	 the	

context	of	more-or-less	freely	chosen	possibilities’	(Sweetman	2004,	p.81).	
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Various	 concepts	 have	 been	 theorised	 and	 given	 empirical	 context	 in	 an	 effort	 to	

provide	 a	 successor	 framework	 to	 subculture.	 Redhead’s	 (1993)	 work	 on	 British	 ‘club	

cultures’	 in	 the	early	1990s	 is	widely	viewed	as	the	beginning	of	what	 is	now	a	 long	 list	of	

new	 spatial	 concepts	 that	 have	 been	 developed	 with	 distinctly	 postmodern	 theoretical	

sensibilities.	In	what	is	probably	the	most	well-known	critique	of	subculture,	Bennett	(1999),	

drawing	 on	 Hetherington’s	 (1992)	 appropriation	 of	 Maffesoli’s	 theory	 of	 ‘tribus’	 (1996),	

convincingly	 drew	 ‘neo-tribe’	 into	 the	 lexicon	 of	 post-subcultural	 studies.	 Neo-tribe	 is	

supposed	 to	 capture	 the	 ‘unstable	 and	 shifting	 cultural	 affiliations	which	 characterise	 late	

modern	consumer-based	societies’	(Bennett	1999,	p.605)	and	the	new	kinds	of	groups	that	

comprise	 them.	 Bennett,	 in	 describing	 ‘the	 sensibilities	 employed	 by	 the	 individual	 in	

choosing	certain	commodities	and	patterns	of	consumption	and	in	articulating	these	cultural	

resources	 as	 modes	 of	 personal	 expression’	 (1999,	 p.607),	 also	 built	 on	 Chaney’s	 use	 of	

‘lifestyles’	 (1994;	 1996),	 a	 concept	 with	 a	 history	 stretching	 all	 the	 way	 back	 to	 Weber	

(Bennett	2000,	p.25).		

While	many	scholars	attempted	to	develop	the	neo-tribe	(Malbon	1999;	Sweetman	

2004)	or	lifestyle	(Reimer	1995)	models,	the	notion	of	‘scene’	has	realised	perhaps	the	most	

utility	 in	 academic	 discourse	 (Straw	 1991;	 Kruse	 1993;	 Shank	 1994;	 Kahn-Harris	 2007).	 As	

Stahl	suggests:	 ‘The	different	socio-spatial	connotations	of	scene…	suggest	 the	significance	

of	 musical	 life	 might	 be	 better	 seen	 as	 occurring	 at	 the	 juncture	 of	 spatial	 relations	 and	

social	praxis’	(2004	p.53).	These	connotations	extended	to	scene’s	‘allusions	to	flexibility	and	

transience,	of	temporary,	ad	hoc	strategic	associations,	a	cultural	space	notable	as	much	for	

its	restricted	as	well	as	its	porous	sociality,	its	connotations	of	flux	and	flow,	movement	and	

mutability’	 (ibid.).	 Peterson	 and	 Bennett	 argue	 that	 ‘scene’	 is	 a	 better	 alternative	 than	

subculture	 because	 subcultural	 theory,	 ‘presumes	 that	 all	 of	 a	 participant’s	 actions	 are	

governed	 by	 subcultural	 standards	 while	 the	 scene	 perspective	 does	 not	 make	 this	

presumption’	(2004,	p.3).	Other	useful	analytic	concepts	that	have	not	seen	as	much	utility	
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as	 club	 cultures,	 scene,	 lifestyle,	 or	 neo-tribe,	 perhaps	 because	 they	 exist	 outside	 of	 the	

politically	 pervasive	 ‘subcultures	 versus	 post-subcultures	 debate’	 (Greener	 and	 Hollands	

2007,	 p.393),	 include:	 ‘fan	 cultures’	 (Jenkins	 1992),	 ‘social	 movements’	 (Haenfler	 2006),	

‘youth	cultural	forms’	(Blackman	1997),	and	‘genre’	(Toynbee	2000;	Hesmondhalgh	2005).		

Yet,	 despite	 the	 now	 almost	 universal	 acceptance	 of	 the	 position	 that	 CCCS-

structuralist	applications	of	the	concept	of	subculture	to	specific	youth	cultural	forms	at	any	

point	in	the	previous	century	were	deeply	flawed,	there	has	been,	as	Hodkinson	has	already	

noted,	 little	 consensus	 on	 a	 suitable	 replacement	 (2002,	 p.7).	 Gelder	 is	 even	 less	

enthusiastic,	 observing	 that	 ‘an	 over-investment	 in	 “plurality”...	 has	 now	 reduced	

subcultural	distinctions	to	a	matter	of	sheer	relativism’	(2005,	p.14).	Hodkinson’s	contention	

that	 the	desire	 of	many	of	 these	 scholars	 ‘to	 put	 some	distance	between	 themselves	 and	

traditional	 subcultural	 theory	 has	 been	 partially	 responsible	 for	 the	 coining	 of	 a	 rather	

confusing	 plethora	 of	 new	 terms	 to	 replace	 subculture’	 (ibid.	 p.19)	 makes	 for	 interesting	

reading.	 Efforts	 to	 prise	 the	 concept	 out	 from	 under	 the	 ‘shadow	 of	 the	 CCCS’	 (Williams	

2011,	 p.36)	 and	 to	 argue	 that	 subculture	 retains	 some	degree	 of	 analytic	 usefulness	 have	

also	been	made.	Many	of	these	arguments	are	both	thought	provoking	and	well	intentioned,	

though	far	from	complete	‘fixes’.	Hodkinson’s	own	solution	is	to	develop	a	 ‘more	relevant,	

workable	 and	 up-to-date	 conception	 of	 subculture’	 (2002,	 p.29,	 original	 emphasis)	 that	

transgresses	 the	 dichotomous	 formulations	 of	 tightly-	 and	 loosely-bounded	 cultural	

groupings.	But,	as	will	be	discussed	 later	 in	 this	chapter,	 there	are	others	who	have	urged	

caution,	 to	 varying	 degrees,	 in	 declaring	 ‘subculture’	 entirely	 redundant	 (Gelder	 2005;	

Shildrick	and	MacDonald	2006;	Williams	2011).	

Several	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 points	 of	 contention,	 then,	 have	 emerged	 from	

changing	 sociological	 perspectives	 concerning	 the	 experience	 of	 being	 young	 at	 different	

stages	in	the	20th	Century,	making	the	whole	exercise	of	doing	research	about	getting	to	the	
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bottom,	as	 it	were,	of	 these	broader	sociological	and	political	 shifts.	But,	 ‘youth’	 itself	 is	a	

category	open	 to	 reformulation	according	 to	historical	 context	 (Woodman	and	Wyn	2015,	

p.45)	 and	 Hesmondhalgh	 has	 been	 explicit	 in	 arguing	 that	 ‘popular	 music	 should	 not	 be	

conceived	as	the	privileged	domain	of	young	people’	(2005,	p.21)	as	an	age-based	category.	

That	is	to	say,	that	sociologists	addressing	music	as	part	of	a	broader	concern	with	collective	

identity	 and	 sartorial	 style	 have	 often	 started	 ‘with	 the	 premise	 that	 popular	 music	 is	

globally	acknowledged	as	affectively	and	culturally	central	to	many	young	people’	(Bloustien	

and	 Peters	 2011,	 p.4)	 and	 aligned	 their	 academic	 interest	 in	 it	 with	 the	 idea	 that	 it	 is	

exclusively	‘young	people	[who]	engage	with…	popular	music,	as	a	means	of	agency	and	as	a	

way	 of	 negotiating	 marginalisation,	 often	 in	 the	 face	 of	 immense	 political	 and	 economic	

hurdles’	 (ibid.).	 It	 is	 true	 that	 this	 perspective	 is	 an	 important	 one	 for	 understanding	 how	

distinctive	musics	 and	 styles	 serve	 as	 expressive	 devices	 for	 the	 young,	 allowing	 them	 to	

articulate	 their	 collective	 experiences	 ‘on	 the	 margins	 of	 their	 societies’	 and,	 at	 least	 in	

theory,	 helping	 policymakers	 to	 respond.	 In	 doing	 so,	 however,	 it	 reframes	 the	 research	

away	from	the	function	of	music	as	an	aesthetic	material	that	might	be	operationalised	by	a	

variety	 of	 audiences,	 including	 those	 who	 may	 not	 be	 marginalised	 by	 their	 age	 (or	

marginalised	at	all!),	and	who	interact	with	it	in	diverse	cultural	contexts.			

This	chapter	will	review	the	development	of	academic	interest	in	distinctive	cultural	

groupings,	 outlining	 and	 critiquing	 a	 chronology	 of	 the	 major	 theoretical	 traditions	 and	

developments.	 I	will	begin	by	mapping	how	the	notion	of	 ‘subculture’	emerged	in	the	very	

specific	 historical	 context	 of	 academic	 interest	 in	 youth	 and	 deviance	 amid	 new	 levels	 of	

access	to	mass	cultural	resources	and	increased	access	to	new	communication	technologies	

and	forms	of	media.	Subsequently,	 I	will	explore	the	major	turning	points	 in	theorising	the	

social	realities	of	groups	that	have	coalesced	around	shared	tastes	in	music	and	discuss	the	

ways	 in	 which	 a	 ‘rhetoric	 of	 newness’	 (McKay	 in	 Gelder	 2005)	 has	 created	 a	 system	 of	

conceptual	antinomies	that	dichotomise	empirical	readings	of	collective	identity.	The	point,	
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to	quote	Jenks,	is	to	show	how	‘the	cumulative	contemporary	fascination	with	culture	itself	

has	 a	 social	 history’	 (2005,	 p.4).	 One	 important	 effect	 of	 this	 is	 that	 the	 affective	 and	

corporeal	aspects	of	the	musical	experience	have	often	been	marginalised,	leaving	the	lived	

experience	of	actually	doing	distinctive	cultural	practices	outside	of	consideration.		

Subculture	and	Youth	Culture	Studies	

Youth	 culture	 is	 not	 an	 innovation	 of	 late-modernity,	 or	 even	modernity	 for	 that	matter.	

Böethius	(1995)	has	noted	how	the	distinctive	behaviours	and	sensibilities	of	young	people	

were	 being	 parodied	 in	 the	work	 of	 playwrights	 in	 the	 days	 of	 Ancient	 Rome	 (in	 Bennett	

2000,	p.12).	While	such	observations	evoke	broad	generational	differences,	positing	‘youth’	

as	a	distinct	but	homogenous	‘other’,	some	scholars	have	investigated	historical	instances	of	

more	exclusive	 groupings	 that	 existed	within	 younger	 generations	 at	 particular	 times	 and,	

crucially,	particular	places.	Frequently	quoted	examples	 include	groups	of	young	people	 in	

both	 Britain	 (Fowler	 1992)	 and	 Europe	 (Willet	 1989)	 who,	 during	 the	 1920s	 and	 1930s,	

developed	 collective	 identities	 around	 shared	 tastes	 for	 particular	 forms	 of	mass	 culture,	

choosing	 to	appropriate	 ‘particular	 styles	of	dress	as	a	way	of	marking	 them	out	 from	the	

wider	society’	(Bennett	2000,	p.13).	In	their	cultural	deviation	from	dominant	social	norms,	

such	 groupings	 have	 been	 viewed	 as	 deviant.	 That	 is,	 ‘Youth,	 its	 culture	 and	 subcultures,	

have	always	been	 seen	as	 a	 social	 problem	 in	 the	minds	of	 the	 general	 public	 and	policy-

makers’	 (Brake	 1980,	 p.167).	 Hence,	 while	 young	 people	 in	 certain	 locations	 have	 often	

exhibited	 similar	 stylistic	 sensibilities,	 distinctive	 youth-centred	 groupings	 have	 also	 been	

noted	 for	 their	 perceived	 affiliation	 with	 much	 more	 nefarious	 activities.	 Most	 historical	

studies	 of	 early	 youth	 cultures	 thus	 include	 details	 of	 institutionalised	 attempts	 to	

‘regularise’	their	behaviour	(Bennett	and	Kahn-Harris	2004,	p.3).	

Today,	 ‘youth	 culture’	 is	 almost	 exclusively	 aligned	 with	 shared	 tastes	 in	 mass	

cultural	 products	 –	 most	 notably	 music	 –	 and	 collectively	 practised	 modes	 of	 their	
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consumption.	 Yet	 such	 definitions	 are	 both	 historically	 and	 geographically	 rooted.	 Many	

commentators	 have	 noted	 how	 the	 relative	 omnipresence	 of	 distinctive	 youth	 cultural	

groupings	in	the	latter	half	of	the	20th	Century	can	be	mapped	back	to	the	specific	set	of	geo-

political	 circumstances	 that	 resulted	 from	 the	 Allied	 victory	 in	 the	 Second	 World	 War	

(Bennett	2000,	p.11-12;	Williams	2011,	p.28).	Certainly,	as	Bennett	observes,	‘contemporary	

versions	 of	 youth	 culture	 have	 their	 roots	 in	 socio-economic	 and	 technological	

developments	that	occurred	during	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s’	(2000,	p.11-12).	Above	

all,	 the	 geo-political	 outcomes	 of	 the	 war	 provided	 the	 conditions	 under	 which	 (mainly)	

young	 people	 in	 the	 UK	 and	 United	 States	 gained	 access	 to	 the	 excesses	 of	 mass	

consumerism,	including	vinyl	records	and	the	various	artefacts	of	music-oriented	style,	such	

as	 creative	 clothing	 ensembles	 and	new	 forms	of	 dance.	 As	Williams,	 commenting	 on	 the	

British	context,	recently	summarised:	

Beginning	 in	 the	 late	 1940s,	 the	 national	 economy	 shifted	 in	 a	 way	 that	

simultaneously	began	to	destroy	traditional	working-class	cultural	forms	and	opened	

up	 new	 opportunities	 for	 class	 mobility.	 The	 expansion	 of	 working	 class	 jobs	 to	

rebuild	the	country	after	World	War	II,	the	restructuring	of	the	urban	landscape	to	

deal	with	population	growth	(including	significant	numbers	of	immigrants),	and	the	

abilities	 of	media	 technologies	 such	 as	 television	 and	 vinyl	 records	 to	 disseminate	

popular	youth	culture	all	came	together	to	create	a	conjuncture	within	which…youth	

subcultures	emerged.	(2011,	p.28)	

By	 all	 accounts	 it	 was	 this	 ‘conjuncture’	 of	 the	 increased	 availability	 of	 mass	 cultural	

products	 in	 Britain	 alongside	 a	 new	 (but	 only	 relatively)	 affluent	 population	 of	 young	

industrial	 workers	 ‘with	 the	 largest	 amounts	 of	 disposable	 income’	 (Bennett	 1999,	 p.601)	

that	provided	the	conditions	under	which	‘post-war	consumerism	offered	young	people	the	

opportunity	to	break	away	from	their	traditional…	identities,	the	increased	spending	power	
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of	the	young	facilitating	and	encouraging	experimentation	with	new,	self-constructed	forms	

of	 identity’	 (ibid.	 p.602).	 While	 the	 progenitors	 of	 subcultural	 theory’s	 application	 in	

scholarship	on	leisure-based	and	consumption-based	cultural	groupings	argued	that	‘having	

gained	an	element	of	freedom	to	pick	and	choose	between	an	increasing	range	of	consumer	

items,	working-class	 youth	was	 [sic]	 somehow	driven	back	 to	 the	 fact	 of	 class’	 (ibid.),	 this	

narrative	 has	 now	 been	 connected	 with	 later	 observations	 regarding	 the	 concomitant	

collapse	of	traditional,	prescribed	identities	and	the	onset	of	what	Beck	would	come	to	call	

the	‘individualization’	(1992)	of	society.	This	will	be	addressed	further	later	in	this	chapter.	

By	 the	 time	 the	 first	 scholarship	 on	 collective	 patterns	 of	 consumption	 (including	

tastes	 in	mass	media	 such	 as	 popular	music)	 appeared,	 the	 prevalence	 of	 such	 groupings	

was	considered	a	pressing	public	issue	-	a	‘moral	panic’	(Cohen	1987),	as	it	were	-	especially	

in	Britain	where	arguably	the	most	spectacular	youth	cultural	activity	was	taking	place	(see	

Brake	1980).	Cohen’s	(1987)	development	of	Becker’s	‘labelling	theory’	to	explain	the	ways	

in	which	the	mass	media	plays	an	important	role	in	establishing	group	solidarity	and	shaping	

collective	identity	was,	in	the	early	1970s,	a	topical	and	immediately	relevant	research	topic.	

As	Bennett	points	out,	Cohen’s:		

...instructive	work	on	the	media’s	coverage	of	clashes	between	mods	and	rockers	in	

Southeast	 English	 coastal	 towns	 during	 the	mid-1960s	 offers	 a	model	 of	 deviance	

amplification	beginning	with	sensationalized	media	reporting	of	isolated,	small-scale	

incidents	of	violence	and	dramatically	escalating	 in	 response	 to	aggressive	policing	

strategies.	(Bennett	2009,	p.264)		

And	 it	was	Cohen’s	work	on	youth,	style,	and	the	social	process	of	delinquency	that	partly	

informed	contemporaneous	research	that	would	soon	affix	‘subculture’	to	the	nomenclature	

of	 style-based	 youth	 cultural	 groupings	 in	 both	 academic	 and	 popular	 discourse.	 The	 first	

consolidated	and	most	 influential	attempt	 to	build	a	body	of	work	analysing	youth	culture	
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and	 spectacular	 style	 came	 famously	 from	 the	 Centre	 for	 Contemporary	 Cultural	 Studies	

(CCCS)	at	the	University	of	Birmingham	(Hall	and	Jefferson	1976;	Willis	1978;	Hebdige	1979).	

This	work	is,	in	no	uncertain	terms,	the	reason	that	distinctive	style-based	youth	cultures	are	

still	popularly	referred	to	as	 ‘subcultural’	 (see	Hesmondhalgh	2005).	The	moral	panics	that	

were	 generated	 around	 groups	 of	 young	 people	 who	 exhibited	 specific	 patterns	 of	

consumption	and	expressive	modes	of	dress	gave	a	new	visibility	to	what	was	viewed	at	the	

time	 as	 delinquency.	 The	 Birmingham	 School	writers,	 then,	 did	 not	 invent	 the	 concept	 of	

subculture.	 Rather,	 they	 simply	 appropriated	 a	 concept	 that	 had	 already	 acquired	 a	 long	

history	 of	 application	 by	 researchers	whose	 focus	was	 describing	 and	 explaining	 forms	 of	

criminality	and	behaviours	that	have,	in	the	context	of	fluid	but	dominant	social	norms,	been	

viewed	as	modes	of	juvenile	delinquency	(Park	1925;	Thrasher	1927;	Cressey	1932;	Merton	

1938;	Gordon	1947;	Cohen	1955;	Arnold	1970	etc.).		

The	emergence	of	the	‘subculture’	lexicon	in	this	context	is	generally	traced	back	to	

work	 in	 the	 famous	 Department	 of	 Sociology	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Chicago.	 With	 an	

‘ecological’	focus	on	the	city	of	Chicago	itself,	and	especially	the	cultural	geography	of	new	

immigrant	 populations	 at	 that	 time,	 these	 writers	 initially	 developed	 the	 concept	 of	

subculture	 to	 conceptualise	how	 criminal	 deviance	or	 delinquency	might	be	 influenced	by	

particular	 social	 and/or	 cultural	 circumstances.	 This	 link,	 between	 the	 activities	 of	 young	

people	and	their	cultural	situatedness	in	the	city,	was	particularly	innovative	at	a	time	where	

undesirable	 behaviour	 was	 perceived	 as	 the	 inevitable	 realisation	 of	 a	 latent	 criminal	

pathology	 (see	 Bennett	 2000,	 p.14).	 As	 Blackman	 observes,	 ‘their	 aim	was	 to	 explain	 the	

social	 and	 cultural	 context	 of	 deviance	 without	 reducing	 young	 people’s	 actions	 to	

symptoms	 of	 psychological	 inadequacy’	 (2005,	 p.3).	 As	Williams	 notes,	 these	 ‘sociologists	

were	convinced	that	the	roots	of	deviant	behavior	were	to	be	found	 in	social	phenomena’	

(2011,	 p.22,	 original	 emphasis),	 and	 the	 argument	was	 essentially	 that	 individuals	 lacking	

access	to	normalising	institutions	during	childhood	found	in	various	criminal	organisations	a	
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sense	 of	 belonging	 by	 subscribing	 to	 its	 culture.	 That	 is,	 certain	 forms	 of	 ‘juvenile	

delinquency	 tended	 to	 occur	 in	 groups	 rather	 than	 in	 solitary	 individuals	 (ibid.),	 produced	

within	the	subordinate	culture	of	the	subset.	

As	the	work	of	the	Chicago	School	gained	momentum	in	American	scholarship,	some	

writers	 attempted	 their	 own	 appropriation	 of	 ‘subculture’	 into	 more	 general	 theoretical	

frameworks	 that	 could	 sociologically	 account	 for	 deviant	 behaviour,	 though	 often	 from	 a	

functionalist	 perspective.	 Later,	 Merton’s	 less	 empirically-grounded	 ‘strain	 theory’	 (1938)	

sought	 to	position	delinquency	as	one	possible	outcome	as	members	of	 the	working	 class	

experienced	social	pressure	to	strive	towards	particular	(economic)	goals	that	were	almost	

impossible	 for	 them	 to	 obtain	 ‘normally’.	 Cohen’s	 work	 (1955)	 took	 issue	 with	 the	

individualistic	propensities	of	this	strain	theory	as	he	argued	that	‘a	delinquent’s	strain	was	

linked	 to	 his	 frame	 of	 reference’	 (Williams	 2011,	 p.25).	 According	 to	 Cohen,	 delinquency	

then	did	not	occur	as	 individuals	strove	to	meet	the	demands	of	mass	culture	through	the	

(alternative)	means	available	to	them.	Rather,	deviant	behaviour	occurred	as	young	people	

conformed	 to	 a	 reactionary	 ‘sub-cultural’	 frame	 of	 reference	 that	 ‘inverted	 dominant	

cultural	values	and	norms	to	legitimize	[sic]	certain	lines	of	action’	(ibid.	original	emphasis).	

The	 difference	 between	Merton’s	 and	 Cohen’s	 work	 is	 a	 subtle	 but	 important	 one.	 Sub-

cultures	 are	 not	 collective	 abstractions	 of	 individuals	 whose	 shared	 structural	 limitations	

produced	 deviant	 responses	 as	 they	 strove	 for	 upward	 social	 mobility	 (as	 Merton	 would	

have	 it).	 In	 fact,	 sub-cultures	 are	 the	means	 by	which	 deviant	 responses	 are	 produced	 as	

individuals	seek	a	collective	cultural	solution	to	structural	inequalities	by	rejecting	the	values	

and	 norms	 to	 which	 they	 are	 unable	 to	 conform.	 The	 group,	 in	 fact,	 produces	 its	 own	

alternative	 cultural	 norms	 as	 a	 solution	 by	 appropriating	 the	 cultural	 resources	 that	 are	

available	to	them.	
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It	 was	 this	 sense	 in	 which	 the	 concept	 piqued	 the	 interest	 of	 theorists	 and	

researchers	at	 the	University	of	Birmingham,	who	 read	 into	 the	emergent	 styles	of	British	

youth	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s	 the	 ‘on-going	 working-class	 struggle	 against	 the	 socio-

economic	circumstances	of	their	existence’	(Bennett	1999,	p.601).	Birmingham	writers	were	

armed	 with	 new,	 less	 hierarchical	 formulations	 of	 ‘culture’	 as	 contestable	 in	 a	 way	 that	

posited	 ‘working-class	 culture	 as	 real	 and	not	merely	 the	overshadowed	 residue	 in	 a	 high	

culture-dominated	society’	(Jenks	2005,	p.110).	They	were	interested	in	the	active	role	that	

audiences	 played	 in	 the	 meaning-making	 process	 and	 in	 the	 power	 of	 the	 group	 to	

rearticulate	 the	meanings	 attached	 to	 objects,	 even	 if	 the	 creativity	 of	 young	 people	was	

ultimately	 viewed	 as	 constrained	 within	 an	 overarching	 class-consciousness.	 At	 the	 same	

time,	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘subculture’	 was	 imbued	 by	 the	 CCCS	 with	 a	 sense	 of	 revolutionary	

‘heroism’	 (Muggleton	and	Weinzierl	2003,	p.6),	a	positionality	 that	contrasted	deeply	with	

previous	 applications	 of	 the	 term	 in	 studies	 of	 juvenile	 delinquency.	 The	 groundwork	 for	

such	 perspectives	 was	 laid	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 what	 became	 known	 as	 British	 Cultural	

Studies.	Hall	 (1981)	 has	 retrospectively	 observed	how	 the	works	 of	Hoggart,	Williams	 and	

Thompson	were	formative	in	establishing	the	discipline	(see	Jenks	2005,	p.109),	since:		

...all	 three	 treated	working-class	 culture	 (with	a	disregard	 for	 the	“culture	debate”	

over	 cultural	 stratification	 into	 high,	 low	 or	mass)	 as	 active,	 coherent,	 intelligible,	

located	within	history,	and	–	even	though	all	three	worked	within	Marxist	materialist	

traditions	–	not	solely	reducible	to	a	developing	set	of	economic	traditions	(ibid.)		

Where	mass	 culture	had	previously	 been	 conceived	 as	 ‘low	 culture’;	 nothing	more	 than	 a	

mechanism	 for	 social	 control	 (as	will	be	discussed	 in	 the	 following	chapter),	 the	definition	

had	now	been	expanded	in	a	way	that	noted	the	creative	uses	to	which	commodities	might	

be	deployed	in	situ.	In	their	famous	introductory	essay	to	Resistance	Through	Rituals,	Clarke	

et	al	(1976)	combined	a	theoretical	framework	influenced	by	the	revolutionary	Marxism	of	
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Gramsci	with	concurrent	(though	unrelated)	work	from	both	P.	Cohen	(1972)	and	S.	Cohen	

(1987)	to	theorise	subcultural	styles	as	‘magical	solutions’	to	class	 inequalities	 in	Britain.	 In	

doing	 so,	 these	 writers	 formulated	 a	 general	 theoretical	 framework	 for	 understanding	

subcultures	that	simultaneously	asserted	their	potential	 for	creative	symbolic	resistance	to	

the	 ideological	 oppression	of	 the	working	 classes,	 as	well	 as	 the	normalising	 forces	of	 the	

dominant	culture.	

In	 theorising	 the	 spaces	 of	 the	 distinctive	 cultural	 activities	 of	 youth,	 less	 as	

examples	of	deviance	or	social	problems,	and	more	as	potential,	but	ultimately	futile,	sites	

of	 ‘resistance’,	 dominant	 culture	 was	 no	 longer	 viewed	 as	 the	 indicator	 of	 ‘respectable’	

functioning	 society.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 these	 spaces	 were	 recast	 as	 symptoms	 of	 a	

fundamentally	 dysfunctional	 post-industrial	 society.	 P.	 Cohen	 declared	 as	 much	 in	 an	

important	working	paper	that	was	published	by	the	CCCS	in	1972	when	he	wrote	that,	‘it	is	

important	 to	make	 a	 distinction	between	 subculture	 and	delinquency’	 (in	 Blackman	2005,	

p.5).	 The	 CCCS	 were	 concerned	 with	 inequalities	 in	 the	 ‘overall	 distribution	 of	 cultural	

power’	(Clarke	et	al	1976,	p.13)	within	capitalist	societies	and	celebrated	what	they	viewed	

as	a	 struggle	 for	change.	Marxist	proclivities	were	explicit.	For	Clarke	et	al.,	 the	 ‘dominant	

social-cultural	 order’	 was	 imposed	 upon	 other	 ‘cultural	 configurations’	 which	 were	

ultimately	‘subordinate	and	subordinated’	(ibid.)	by	its	proliferation	in	the	lives	of	subjects.	

Althusser	 conceptualised	 this	 as	 ‘interpellation’	 (see	 Jenks	 2005,	 p.116-118).	 Gramsci	 and	

Althusser	hypothesised	 the	ability	of	 the	 ruling	 classes	 ‘to	win	and	 shape	consent,	 so	 that	

the	 granting	 of	 legitimacy	 to	 the	 dominant	 classes	 appears	 not	 only	 “spontaneous”	 but	

natural	 and	 normal’	 (Clarke	 et	 al	 1976,	 p.38)	 and,	 crucially	 for	 the	 CCCS,	 subcultures	

represented	collective	attempts	to	symbolically	withdraw	this	consent.	‘We	can	now	return	

to	 the	 meaning	 of	 youth	 subcultures,’	 Hebdige	 later	 wrote,	 ‘for	 the	 emergence	 of	 such	

groups	has	 signalled	 in	a	 spectacular	 fashion	 the	breakdown	of	 consensus	 in	 the	post-war	

period’	(1979,	p.17).	
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The	mechanisms	for	 this	 resistance	were	thought	 to	be	 found	 in	 the	various	styles	

which	so	spectacularly	 represented	publically	 recognisable	youth	cultures	at	 that	 time	and	

more	 specifically,	 in	 the	 meanings	 generated	 by	 these	 very	 particular	 assemblages	 of	

symbolic	 stylistic	 innovations.	 In	 so	 doing,	 the	 CCCS	 writers	 drew	 on	 a	 range	 of	 cultural	

theories	 and	 (limited)	 empirical	 research	 to	 develop	 unique	 theoretical	 apparatuses	 for	

understanding	and	explaining	the	processes	of	meaning	production	within	sub-cultures	and	

to	argue	that	such	processes	represented	possibilities	 for	semantic	 ‘rupture’.	As	Frith	 later	

summarised:	

Youth	sub-cultures	take-over	signs	–	 from	respectable	society	 (the	mods’	suits	and	

ties),	 from	 disreputable	 society	 (the	 punks’	 bondage	 gear),	 above	 all	 from	

commercial	 teenage	culture,	and	 reassemble	 them	 in	 images	which	 shock	not	 just	

because	 they	 are	 unusual	 but	 because	 they	 also	 threaten	 the	 usual	 stability	 of	

imagery.	(1984,	p.46)	

Levi-Strauss’	concept	of	 ‘bricolage’,	which	appeared	 first	 in	Clarke’s	 individual	contribution	

to	 the	 Resistance	 Through	 Ritual	 text,	 was	 deployed	 to	 explain	 the	 process	 whereby	

consumer	items	were	used	in	subcultural	assemblages	to	‘transform	the	original	discourse’	

(Clarke	1976,	p.178);	 ‘Together,	object	and	meaning	constitute	a	 sign,’	wrote	Clarke,	 ‘and,	

within	 any	 one	 culture,	 such	 signs	 are	 assembled,	 repeatedly,	 into	 characteristic	 forms	 of	

discourse’	(ibid.,	p.177).	But	such	assemblages	weren’t	random.	Concomitantly,	‘homology’	-	

a	concept	that	Clarke	extrapolated	from	Willis	(1972)	-	explained	the	process	whereby	such	

items	were	 selected.	 For	Clarke,	 the	 salient	 criterion	was	 that	 ‘the	 group	must	 be	 able	 to	

recognise	 itself	 in	 the	 more	 or	 less	 repressed	 potential	 meanings	 of	 particular	 symbolic	

objects’	 (1976,	 p.179).	 It	 is	 worth	 noting	 though	 that	 both	 of	 these	 concepts	 were	

subsequently	 developed	 much	 more	 completely	 by	 two	 of	 the	 volume’s	 postgraduate	

contributors,	 Willis	 (1978)	 and	 Hebdige	 (1979).	 Together	 with	 the	 turn	 to	 ideology,	 the	
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semiotic	analyses	that	widely	characterised	Cultural	Studies	at	this	time	constituted,	for	the	

CCCS,	a	sufficiently	objective	approach	to	subculture.	As	contributor	Hebdige	later	observed,	

‘Hall	 et	 al.	 crossed	 the	 concepts	 of	 homology	 and	 bricolage	 to	 provide	 a	 systematic	

explanation	 of	 why	 a	 particular	 subcultural	 style	 should	 appeal	 to	 a	 particular	 group	 of	

people’	(1979:	114,	his	emphasis).		

Willis	is	most	noted	for	his	book,	Profane	Culture	(1978),	the	published	version	of	a	

doctoral	thesis	that	presented	ethnographic	studies	on	two	so-called	groups	of	distinctively	

stylised	young	men	in	the	West	Midlands	(‘Hippies’	and	‘Motorbike	Boys’).	Drawing	on	the	

subjective	 recollections	 of	 participants,	Willis	 sought	 to	 unravel	 the	 relationship	 between	

the	 objective	 qualities	 of	 specific	 musical	 styles	 and	 distinctive	 cultural	 practices	 that	

apparently	collude	in	a	‘real,	though	limited,	dialectic	of	experience’	(Willis	in	Hesmondhalgh	

2005,	 p.31).	 Though	 others	 have	 observed	 how	 ‘Willis’s	 main	 analytical	 thrust	 is	 to	

emphasise	the	creativity	and	activity	of	the	biker	boys	in	forging	connections	between	pop	

music	 and	 their	 own	 lives’	 (Hesmondhalgh	 2005,	 p.31),	 his	 work	 nevertheless	 articulates	

how	‘certain	items	in	the	cultural	field	of	a	social	group	come	to	closely	parallel	its	structure	

of	 feeling	 and	 characteristic	 concerns’	 (Willis	 1978,	 p.4).	 For	 the	 motor-bike	 boys,	 this	

relationship	is	exemplified	by	its	‘most	important	constitutive	materials:	the	motor-bike	and	

rock	’n’	roll	music	(ibid.);	for	the	hippies,	by	the	way	in	which	they	used	hallucinogenic	drugs	

to	augment	 the	experience	of	 their	 less	 formulaic,	experimental,	and	unpredictable	music.	

As	Clarke	had	previously	summarised:	

...there	 is	 a	 clear	 homology	 or	 fit	 between	 the	 intense	 activism,	 physicality,	

externalisation	of	attitudes	in	behaviour,	taboo	on	introspection,	and	love	of	speed	

and	machines	of	his	 “motor-bike	Boys”	and	 the	early	Rock	 ‘n’	Roll	music	 to	which	

they	 were	 exclusively	 attached;	 just	 as	 there	 is	 a	 homology	 between	 the	

‘structurelessness’,	 introspection	 and	 loose	 group	 affiliation	 of	 his	 “Hippie”	 group	
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and	 their	preferred	music.	 It	 is	 the	objective	potential	of	 the	 cultural	 form	 (i.e.,	 in	

this	 case,	 music)	 and	 its	 fit	 with	 the	 subjective	 orientation	 of	 the	 group	 which	

facilitates	the	appropriation	of	the	former	by	the	latter,	leading	(sometimes)	to	the	

sort	of	stylistic	fusion	between	object	and	group.	(1976,	p.179)	

Willis’	work	 has	 since	 been	widely	 lauded	 for	 ‘its	 inclusion	of	 those	other	 voices	 -	 that	 is,	

youth	 itself	 ’	 (Bennett	 2008,	 p.422),	 as	 well	 as	 for	 the	 significance	 that	 the	 musical	

experience	plays	in	the	lives	of	both	the	bikers	and	the	hippies,	though	an	important	caveat	

here	is	that	Willis	sees	the	‘contrasting	musical	tastes	of	the	bikers	and	hippies	[as]	directly	

[relating]	to	their	differing	class	backgrounds’	(ibid.).	But,	Willis’	work	also	stands	out	for	the	

emphasis	it	places	on	the	experiential	aspects	of	actually	doing	subculture.	While	we	might	

now	argue	that	 the	concept	of	homology	creates	an	all-too-neatly	connected	constellation	

of	style,	practice,	and	ideology,	Willis’	point	was	to	emphasise	the	meaning	and	logic	of	the	

experience	of	riding	a	motorcycle,	or	dancing	to	the	fast,	predictable	tempo	of	rock	music.			

While	 less	 concerned	with	 this	 experiential	 level,	 Hebdige	 advanced	 this	 focus	 on	

consumer	 tastes	 and	 spectacular	 style	 in	 his	 now	 famous	 foundational	 study	 of	 several	

subcultural	 groupings,	most	 famously	punks.	Hebdige’s	major	 conceptual	 innovation	 came	

by	way	of	his	emphasis	on	the	essentially	symbolic	project	of	punk.	Drawing	particularly	on	

Barthes’	 ideas	about	the	subversive	potential	of	signs,	Hebdige	concluded	that	subcultures	

might	be	viewed	as	distinctive	forms	of	‘semiotic	guerrilla	warfare’	(1979),	where	the	‘active	

selection	and	appropriation’	of	everyday	objects	within	the	subcultural	ensemble	was	seen	

to	 express	 a	 commitment	 to	 subversion	 (Hodkinson	 2002,	 p.10).	 It	 was	 then	 the	 task	 of	

Cultural	Studies	‘to	discern	the	hidden	messages	inscribed	in	code	on	the	glossy	surfaces	of	

style,	 to	 trace	 them	 out	 as	 “maps	 of	 meaning”	 which	 obscurely	 re-present	 the	 very	

contradiction	 they	 are	 designed	 to	 resolve	 or	 conceal’	 (1979,	 p.18,	 emphasis	 added).	 This	

focus	on	the	 ‘surfaces	of	style’	necessarily	entailed	a	privileging	of	spectacular	practices	of	
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bodily	adornment;	 the	 lived	pleasures	of	 the	musical	experience	becomes	an	emphatically	

secondary	concern.	For	Hebdige,	subcultures	were	merely	systems	of	communication	(ibid.	

p.104)	that	could	thus	be	objectively	read.	It	is,	Hebdige	suggested,	‘through	the	distinctive	

rituals	 of	 consumption,	 through	 style,	 that	 the	 subculture	 at	 once	 reveals	 its	 “secret”	

identity	 and	 communicates	 its	 forbidden	 meanings’	 (1979,	 p.103).	 That	 is,	 a	 conceptual	

architecture	 whereby,	 ‘post-war,	 style-based	 youth	 cultures	 could	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	

expression	 of	 resistance	 to	 the	 hegemonic	 order	 of	 the	 dominant	 society’	 (Bennett	 2009,	

p.265,	my	emphasis).	That	these	meanings	remain	 ‘secret’	or	 inaccessible	to	those	outside	

the	groupings	in	question	was	a	key	tenet	of	Hebdige’s	theory.	Once	the	styles	are	inevitably	

decoded,	 incorporated,	and	commercialised	by	 the	cultural	 industries,	 they	are	necessarily	

stripped	of	the	potential	for	rupture.	Indeed,	as	Hannerz	has	recently	summarised:	

...since	 the	struggle	against	hegemony	 takes	place	within	 the	dominant	order,	 it	 is	

dependent	on	material	conditions	in	order	to	succeed,	and	punk’s	semiotic	disorder	

eventually	 attracted	 media	 attention.	 For	 Hebdige,	 this	 leads	 to	 an	 inevitable	

defusion	 of	 potential	 resistance	 and	 an	 incorporation	 of	 subcultural	 style	 into	 the	

dominant	culture,	as	subcultural	signs	were	appropriated	by	“mainstream	fashion”	

and	transformed	into	commodities.	(2013,	p.35-6)	

Crucially,	the	‘cycle	leading	from	opposition	to	defusion	encloses	each	successive	subculture’	

(ibid.),	leading	Hebdige	to	rather	unflattering	-	and	untenable	-	descriptions	of	the	majority	

of	participants	who	were	not	present	at	the	‘original	moment’	(1979)	of	stylistic	innovation.	

The	 innovations	 of	 the	 Birmingham	 School	 in	 this	 respect	 illustrate	 the	 immense	

significance	of	that	body	of	work	in	scholarship	on	stylistically	distinctive	cultural	groupings.	

While	disparate	 interest	 in	emerging	 leisure-based	cultural	 trends	 in	the	US	had	started	to	

appear	 in	early	edited	collections	addressing	the	concept	of	 ‘subculture’	 (see	Becker	1963;	

Arnold	 1970;	 Irwin	 1970),	 until	 the	 CCCS,	 “youth	 culture”,	 as	 a	 field	 of	 academic	 study,	
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remained	focused	largely	on	various	forms	of	illicit	drug	use	and	other	criminally	delinquent	

behaviours	 (Mays	 1954;	 Patrick	 1973;	 Parker	 1974).	 The	 work	 that	 was	 produced	 at	

Birmingham	in	the	1970s	fundamentally	shifted	the	focus	of	subcultural	studies	to	the	world	

of	 leisure	 and,	 thus,	many	 of	 these	 ‘key	 studies	 have	 something	 to	 say	 about	 the	 role	 of	

music	 in	 the	 lives	of	 young	people,	even	 if	 [they]	have	 left	 the	 theorisation	of	 this	 role	 to	

music	studies’	(see	Hesmondhalgh	2005,	p.21-22).	

Criticisms	of	Subcultural	Theory	

As	 far	 as	 the	 collective	 work	 of	 the	 CCCS	 and	 ‘subcultural	 theory’	 can	 be	 considered	 a	

coherent	 theoretical	model,	 it	has	been	extensively	critiqued.	Much	of	 this	criticism	stems	

from	problems	associated	with	the	unyielding	emphasis	on	class	conflict	that	was	inherited	

from	the	political	foundations	of	British	Cultural	Studies	and	the	associated	methodological	

orientations	 shared	 by	 many	 of	 these	 researchers.	 As	 Bennett	 has	 summarised,	 the	

‘structuralist	 narratives	 produced	 by	 the	 CCCS	 served	 to	 render	 fieldwork	 redundant	 in	

settings	deemed	to	be	underpinned	by	 irremovable	socio-economic	determinants	which,	 it	

was	argued,	 fundamentally	 shaped	 the	consciousness	of	 social	 actors’	 (2002,	p.453).	 Their	

predominant	claim,	that	the	musical	and	stylistic	practices	that	defined	subcultures	could	be	

decoded	and	their	inherent	significance	revealed	at	the	level	of	discourse	homogenised	the	

motivations	 and	 experiences	 of	 essentially	 heterogeneous	 groups	 that	 cut	 across	 race,	

gender	 and,	 indeed,	 class.	 Subcultural	 theory	 was	 ‘formulated	 with	 a	 view	 to	 studying	 a	

specific	section	of	British	youth	–	white,	working-class	males	–	at	a	particular	point	in	post-

Second	World	War	British	history	(Bennett	and	Kahn-Harris	2004,	p.9).		

There	are	two	major	problems	with	narrowing	analysis	in	this	way.	First,	producing	a	

semiotic	 reading	 of	 a	 subculture’s	 artefacts	 of	 style,	 which	 were	 all	 supposed	 to	 be	

homologically	connected	in	one	way	or	another,	meant	research	was	‘driven	by	theory,	by	a	

preoccupation	with	class,	and	by	a	seemingly	willful	ignorance	of	how	youths	made	sense	of	
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their	own	experiences’	(Williams	2011,	p.29).	The	second,	related	problem	concerns	the	way	

in	which	producing	this	kind	of	essentialised	narrative	of	cultural	activity	homogenised	the	

meanings,	 motivations,	 and	 social	 realities	 of	 groups	 that	 are,	 at	 least	 to	 some	 degree,	

heterogeneous	 in	 composition.	 Not	 only	 is	 it	 clear	 that	 these	 phenomena	 included	

important	contributions	from	women,	middle-class	and	racially	diverse	participants	but	that	

the	 level	 of	 commitment	 to	 and	politicization	of	 such	 stylistic	 practice	 varied	 greatly	 even	

among	those	granted	visibility	in	the	research.	That	is,	 in	reading	them	as	collective	efforts	

to	re-establish	a	(white,	male)	class	identity:	

...the	 term	“subculture”	 is	 also	deeply	problematic	 in	 that	 it	 imposes	 rigid	 lines	of	

division	over	forms	of	sociation	which	may,	in	effect,	be	rather	more	fleeting,	and	in	

many	 cases	 arbitrary,	 than	 the	 concept	 of	 subculture,	 with	 its	 connotations	 of	

coherency	and	solidarity,	allows	for.	(Bennett	1999,	p.603)	

While	 Willis’	 work	 stands	 as	 an	 obvious	 exception	 to	 this	 critique,	 with	 its	 inclusion	 of	

participants’	own	reflexive	understandings	of	style	and	ritual,	others	have	since	noted	how	

‘what	appear	on	the	surface	as	spontaneous	responses	to	music,	are	in	fact	pre-determined	

by	 the	 structural	 experience	of	 class’	 (Bennett	2008,	p.422).	 These	works,	 including	Willis’	

study,	‘display	many	of	the	same	methodological	and	theoretical	inadequacies’	(Muggleton	

2000,	p.3).	Thus,	while	that	body	of	work	 is	generally	criticised	for	 its	 lack	of	ethnographic	

data,	it	was,	in	a	broader	sense,	the	shared	‘top-down’	(Muggleton	2000)	approach	that	did	

not	so	much	reflect	the	empirical	realities	of	the	groupings	that	were	being	studied	as	it	did	

the	Marxist	proclivities	of	the	scholars	themselves.	As	Bennett	(2008,	p.422)	writes:	

Far	from	being	reflexive	and	creative	agents,	choosing	music	because	of	the	way	in	

which	its	rhythm,	tempo,	melody,	sound,	lyrical	content,	production,	packaging	and	

so	on,	appeals	to	them	as	individuals,	the	bikers	and	hippies	are	depicted…	as	acting	
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unconsciously	 and	 in	 accordance	 with	 structurally	 embedded	 antecedents	 which	

basically	“tell”	them	“how”	to	react	to	particular	aural	and	visual	stimuli.		

In	 any	 case,	Willis’	 fieldwork	 shared	 other	 shortcomings	with	 the	 semiotic	 readings	 of	 his	

contemporaries.	Muggleton	has	observed	how,	 ‘in	 cultural	 studies,	 ethnographic	 evidence	

on	 the	 lives	 of	 young	 people	 is	 treated	 less	 as	 a	 representation	 of	 their	 subjective	

experiences	 than	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 their	 “subjectivities”’	 (2000,	 p.3).	 Even	 if	 it	 had	 not	

been	undermined	by	a	determination	 to	 read	class	 into	 the	data,	 the	degree	 to	which	 the	

sample	could	have	reflected	the	degree	of	heterogeneity	within	the	group	is	debatable.	One	

effect	of	 the	focus	on	class	was	an	 ignorance	or	avoidance	of	 issues	relating	to	the	 lack	of	

diversity	 in	terms	of	gender,	race,	and	sexuality.	 It	was	 indeed	along	these	 lines	that	other	

methodological	and	political	critiques	of	the	‘subcultures’	framework	emerged.		

McRobbie	and	Garber’s	contribution	to	Resistance	through	Rituals	(1976)	identified	

the	masculine	bias	at	the	core	of	the	‘subculture’	model.	They	observed	how	the	majority	of	

their	 (male)	 contemporaries	 focused	 on	 what	 were	 almost	 exclusively	 male-dominated	

public	 spaces	 in	which	 subculture	 spectacularly	 breached	 the	public	 imagination.	 Focusing	

on	 the	 ‘spectacular’,	 argued	 McRobbie	 and	 Garber,	 necessarily	 ignores	 the	 rich	 cultural	

experiences	 of	 young	 women	 who	 were	 often	 forced	 to	 do	 popular	 culture	 in	 the	

predominantly	domestic	 leisure	spaces	that	were	(and,	 in	many	ways,	still	are)	afforded	to	

them.	 As	 McRobbie	 later	 noted,	 it	 ‘has	 always	 been	 on	 the	 street	 that	 most	 subcultural	

activity	 takes	 place	 (save	 perhaps	 for	 the	 more	 middle-class	 oriented	 hippies):	 it	 both	

proclaims	the	publicization	of	the	group	and	at	the	same	time	ensures	its	male	dominance’	

(McRobbie	 2005	 [1980],	 p.77).	 Initially,	 McRobbie’s	 concerns	 focused	 on	 how	 the	 more	

highly	regulated	leisure	time	of	girls	and	young	women	translated	into	a	comparatively	low	

presence	in	the	public	spaces	where	the	spectacular	elements	of	subculture	were	unfolding.	

McRobbie’s	 subsequent	work	 though	 is	 increasingly	 critical	of	 the	gendered	nature	of	 this	
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research,	 noting	 how	 ‘the	 ability	 of	 girls	 and	 young	 women	 to	 use	 style	 as	 a	 form	 of	

resistance	 has	 often	 been	 much	 more	 pronounced	 than	 male	 expressions	 of	 style-based	

resistance’	 (Bennett	 2000,	 p.22).	 Likewise,	 others	 have	 observed	 how	 the	 discourse	 of	

authenticity	 is	 imbued	with	 a	 heavily	 ‘masculinist	 bias’	 (McRobbie	 1990	 [1980];	 Thornton	

1995;	 Muggleton	 and	 Weinzierl	 2003).	 In	 the	 time	 since,	 studies	 ‘on	 women	 in	 music	

subcultures	have	highlighted	the	ways	women	exist	in	these	worlds	while	never	collectively	

reaching	the	degree	and	depth	of	participation	by	men’	(Mullaney	2007,	p.387).	

In	 an	 effort	 to	 broaden	 the	 scope	 of	 participant	 experiences	 represented	 in	 the	

research,	scholars	working	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	began	to	emphasise	the	diversity	of	each	

empirical	 setting.	 In	 what	 has	 become	 an	 ‘indispensable’	 (Muggleton	 2000)	 study	 in	 the	

field,	 Thornton	 (1995)	 took	 issue	 with	 several	 key	 tenets	 of	 subcultural	 theory.	 First,	

Thornton	 sought	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 ‘club	 cultures	 are	 riddled	 with	 cultural	 hierarchies’	

(1995,	 p.3)	 in	 a	 way	 that	 contrasted	 significantly	 between	 the	 CCCS	 formulation	 of	 an	

essentially	 dichotomous	 insider/outsider	 distinction,	 where	 authentic	 or	 ‘“genuine”	

membership	is	located	in	an	original	moment	of	collective	working	class	stylistic	innovation’	

(Muggleton	2000,	p.20).	Muggleton	(2000,	p.131)	summarises	this	process	as	follows:	

In	a	two-way	process,	authentic	stylistic	resistance	occurs	through	bricolage,	an	act	

of	transformation	by	which	a	new	and	original	style	is	formed	through	plunder	and	

recontextualization	 as	 a	 challenge	 to	 the	 hegemony	 of	 the	 dominant	 culture.	 It	 is	

this	 radical	 creativity	 that,	 so	 the	 theory	 goes,	 is	 then	 co-opted	 and	 incorporated	

through	media	and	commercial	exploitation,	after	which	those	who	take	up	the	style	

are	reduced	to	the	status	of	mere	fad-followers.	

Using	Bourdieu’s	disparate	works	on	the	‘link	between	taste	and	social	structure’	in	order	‘to	

conceive	of	“hipness”	as	a	form	of	subcultural	capital’	and	to	understand	this	as	‘the	linchpin	

of	a	system	of	distinction	in	which	cultural	hierarchies	correspond	to	social	ones’	(Thornton	
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1995,	p.10-11,	original	emphasis),	Thornton	was	able	to	deconstruct	the	‘boundary	between	

an	 innovative	 inside	and	an	exploitative	outside	 [and	question]	whether	 subcultures	 could	

be	 seen	 as	 existing	 independently	 from,	 and	 in	 absolute	 opposition	 to,	 mass	 media	 and	

commercial	interests’	(Hannerz	2013,	p.38).	As	Thornton	writes:	

Contrary	 to	 youth	 subcultural	 ideologies,	 “subcultures”	 do	 not	 germinate	 from	 a	

seed	and	grow	by	 force	of	 their	own	energy	 into	mysterious	“movements”	only	 to	

be	belatedly	digested	by	the	media.	Rather,	media	and	other	culture	industries	are	

there	and	effective	right	from	the	start.	(1995,	p.117)	

Thornton	showed,	empirically,	how	‘the	music	press	construct	subcultures	as	much	as	they	

document’	-	or,	indeed,	destroy	-	them	(ibid.).	Such	observations	serve	as	perhaps	the	most	

potent	 challenge	 to	 the	 concept	of	 subculture,	 since	 they	problematise	 the	 validity	of	 the	

distinction	of	 the	 ‘mainstream’	 culture	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 be	 subordinate	 to	 (Thornton	

1995).	 That	 is,	 that	 ‘the	 subculture	 concept	 seems	 to	be	 little	more	 than	a	 cliché,	with	 its	

implications	 that	 both	 “subculture”	 and	 the	 parent	 culture	 against	which	 it	 is	 defined	 are	

coherent	 and	 homogenous	 formations	 that	 can	 be	 clearly	 demarcated’	 (Muggleton	 and	

Weinzierl	2003,	p.7).			

In	showing	how	‘members	of	subcultures	[acquire]	a	sense	of	themselves	and	their	

relation	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 society	 from	 the	way	 they	 are	 represented	 in	 the	media’	 (Bennett	

1999,	p.604),	Thornton	ushered	in	a	focus	on	the	value	of	fieldwork	that	emphasised,	both	

the	subjective	‘attitudes	and	ideal	of	the	youthful	insiders’	(Thornton	1995,	p.2)	whose	social	

identities	are	centred	upon	distinctive	cultural	milieu,	and	the	various	ways	in	which	cultural	

activity	 is	 experienced	 by	 participants.	 Importantly,	 Thornton’s	 contestable	 claim	 to	 have	

approached	 the	 research	 with	 a	 negligible	 degree	 of	 pre-existing	 knowledge	 about	 that	

which	was	being	 researched	opened	what	has	 since	become	an	extraordinarily	productive	

discussion	 about	 the	ways	 that	 cultural	 knowledge	 is	 produced	 (Bennett	 2002;	Hodkinson	
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2005;	Haenfler	2006;	Taylor	2009;	Hannerz	2013),	and	ushered	in	a	greater	emphasis	on	the	

embodied	experiences	of	both	participation	in	and	research	on	such	phenomena	(see	Driver	

2011;	Riches	2012;	Hancock	and	Lorr	2013;	Driver	and	Bennett	2014;	Sharp	and	Nilan	2017).		

Such	methodological	 trends	 also	 respond	 to	 further	 criticisms	 of	 the	 CCCS,	whose	

writing	 served	 to	 universalise	 locally	 distinctive	 musical	 and	 stylistic	 practices.	 Clarke	 has	

previously	 discussed	 this	 in	 the	 important	 essay,	Defending	 Ski	 Jumpers	 (1981),	 observing	

how	the	CCCS	tended	to	focus	their	analysis	of	style	almost	exclusively	on	young	people	in	

major	metropolitan	locales.	As	Clarke	famously	observed,	‘Hebdige’s	analysis	of	punk	begins	

with	a	heat	wave	in	Oxford	Street	and	ends	in	a	King’s	Road	boutique’	(1990	[1981],	p.86).	

The	 static	 analyses	 of	 the	 Birmingham	 group	 also	 did	 not	 consider	 the	 participatory	

trajectories	 of	 so-called	 youth	 stylists,	 whose	 attachments	 to	 subculture	 are	 necessarily	

uneven	over	 a	 long	enough	 timeframe	and	who	may	move	 through	dramatically	 different	

modes	or	phases	of	participation	as	they	acquire	 increasing	levels	of	subcultural	capital	or,	

just	as	often,	move	between	these	groupings	according	to	changing	tastes	and	motivations	

for	participation	in	youth	cultural	spaces.	For	example,	Frith	challenged	that	participation	in	

youth	 cultural	 activities,	 including	 associated	musical	 consumption,	was	 a	 far	 less	 political	

concern	for	some	than	others.	Indeed:	

Most	 working-class	 teenagers	 pass	 through	 groups,	 change	 identities,	 play	 their	

leisure	roles	for	fun;	other	differences	between	them	–	sex,	occupation,	family	–	are	

much	more	significant	than	distinctions	of	style.	For	every	youth	“stylist”	committed	

to	a	cult	as	a	 full-time	creative	 task,	 there	are	hundreds	of	working-class	kids	who	

grow	 up	 in	 loose	membership	 of	 several	 groups	 and	 run	 with	 a	 variety	 of	 gangs.	

There’s	 a	 distinction	 here	 between	 the	 vanguard	 and	 a	 mass,	 between	 uses	 of	

leisure	within	subcultures.	(Frith	1983,	p.220)	
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In	what	has	itself	become	a	seminal	text	for	sociological	work	on	popular	music,	Frith	(1983)	

also	 noted	 how	 the	 potential	 for	 analysing	 the	 role	 of	 the	music	 itself	 in	 the	 cohesion	 of	

subcultures	 was	 not	 fully	 realised	 by	 the	 CCCS,	 whose	 research	 populations	 were	 all	

entwined	 in	 some	way	with	 certain	genres	of	popular	music.	As	will	 be	discussed	 in	more	

detail	 in	 the	 following	chapter,	Frith’s	sentiments	have	been	reiterated	by	authors	such	as	

Laing	(1985),	who	critiqued	Hebdige’s	 focus	on	the	visual	style	of	punk	clothing	and	bodily	

adornment	at	the	expense	of	working	the	social	role	of	the	music	sufficiently	 into	analysis.	

Indeed,	 ‘the	 “culture”	within	 “youth	 subcultures”	 is	 defined	 in	 terms	of	 the	 possession	 of	

particular	 artefacts	 and	 styles	 rather	 than	 as	 a	whole	 “way	of	 life”…	 consequently	we	 are	

given	little	sense	of	what	subcultures	actually	do’	(Clarke	in	Gelder	2005,	p.172).	’From	such	

a	 position,’	 argues	Bennett,	 ‘musical	 texts	 and	 the	narratives	 they	 allegedly	 bespeak	have	

come	to	be	 regarded	by	many	popular	music	academics	as	a	 singularly	 rich	source	 for	 the	

construction	of	analytical	discourses	concerning	the	relationship	between	music	and	culture’	

(2008,	 p.421).	 Understanding	 groupings	 that	 coalesce	 around	 shared	 tastes	 in	 music	

‘primarily	 in	cultural	or	political	terms	rather	than	in	musical	ones	means	that	questions	of	

musical	 pleasure	 often	 tend	 to	 be	 treated	 as	 merely	 subsidiary	 to	 wider	 political	

investments’	(Phillipov	2006,	p.384),	whether	these	investments	comprise	a	high	degree	of	

commitment	from	the	participants	involved	or	not.		

Post-subcultural	Theory	

Beginning	 in	the	1990s,	 the	work	of	a	new	generation	of	researchers	began	to	consolidate	

the	 rejection	 of	 the	 subculture	 framework	 through	 the	 development	 of	 several	 new	

concepts	(Redhead	1993;	Muggleton	1997;	Bennett	1999)	that	were	all	positioned	in	some	

way	 as	 ‘post-subcultural’	 in	 scope.	 The	 term	 ‘post-subculture’	 itself	 first	 appears	 in	

Chamber’s	work	on	 the	cultural	 shifts	 taking	place	 in	 the	1980s	and	associated	changes	 in	

patterns	 of	 consumption	 (1987;	 see	 Muggleton	 and	 Weinzierl	 2003).	 Chambers	 later	

remarked	on	the	immense	rate	of	change	that	characterised	coalitions	of	cultural	tastes	and	
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affiliations	 in	 that	 decade	 ‘in	 the	 context	 of	 [increasing]	 stylistic	 and	 musical	 eclecticism’	

(Muggleton	 and	 Weinzierl	 2003,	 p.4).	 Similarly,	 Chaney	 notes	 that	 ‘concepts	 such	 as	

subculture	 have	 been	 rendered	 superfluous	 by	 specific	 developments	 in	 the	 character	 of	

late-modern	culture’	(Chaney	2004,	p.36).	Chaney’s	is	a	multifaceted	argument	that	takes	as	

a	 starting	point	 the	accessibility	of	original	 ‘subcultural’	 forms	 in	 a	post-subcultural	world,	

where	 the	 so-called	 rearticulations	 of	 meaning	 are	 themselves	 rearticulated	 after	 the	

process	 of	 cultural	 diffusion.	 The	 point	 is	 to	 ‘refer	 to	 the	 active	 use	 of	 culture	 by	 its	

inhabitants	who,	 refusing	 to	 be	 governed	 solely	 by	 nostalgia	 and	 tradition,	 select	 and	 re-

combine	 in	order	 to	 let	 the	panoply	of	 cultural	 choices	available	 function	as	 resources	 for	

new	 forms	 of	 creative	 expression’	 (ibid.	 p.41).	 The	 diffusion	 of	 subcultural	 styles	 and	

resources	 then	becomes	 the	source	of	 creativity	and	 innovation,	 rather	 than	a	mechanism	

for	its	incorporation	and	ultimate	defusion	in	the	mass	market.					

Changing	 perspectives	 on	 popular	 music,	 borne	 of	 an	 increased	 emphasis	 on	

representing	 the	 lived	 experiences	 of	 its	 consumers,	 have	 been	 central	 here.	 Redhead’s	

work	–	which	comprises	one	of	the	most	significant	contributions	to	youth	cultural	studies	of	

the	 former	 Manchester	 Institute	 for	 Popular	 Culture	 (MIPC)	 at	 Manchester	 Metropolitan	

University	 –	 called	 for	 a	 post-Birmingham	 approach	 to	 ‘clubcultures’	 (1993,	 1997).	

Commenting	on	the	back	of	the	emergence	of	‘rave’	culture	in	the	late	1980s,	Redhead	had	

observed	how	the	mixing	of	various	‘subcultural’	styles	within	the	space	of	the	dance	floor	

displaced	any	rigid	relationship	between	prescribed	identities	(such	as	class),	tastes	in	music	

and	artefacts	of	fashion	and	style,	and	instead	signalled	an	era	in	which	subcultural	style	was	

‘appropriated	 and	 realised	 by	 individuals	 as	 aspects	 of	 consumer	 choice’	 (Bennett	 in	

Williams	2011,	p.32).	As	Carrington	and	Wilson	later	noted:	

Rejecting	an	overt	and	easily	identifiable	mode	of	signification,	dance	music	and	its	

attendant	club	culture	 is	 seen	by	many	commentators	 to	have	marked	a	profound	
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and	seminal	shift	 in	youth	cultural	 formation	away	from	seemingly	straightforward	

homological	fits	between	social	location	and	group	stylization.	(2004,	p.66)	

In	this	‘hyper-individualistic’	space,	it	was	argued	that	‘pleasure	had	displaced	politics’	(ibid.	

p.67).	Numerous	researchers	recorded	evidence	of	once-potent	subcultural	styles	being	‘cut	

up	and	mixed’	on	the	dance	floor	(Redhead	1993;	Thornton	1995;	Bennett	2000;	Carrington	

and	Wilson	2004).	Thus,	style	was	now	being	deployed	 in	distinctly	 ‘post-subcultural’	ways	

and	 to	 individualised	 ends	 as	 actors’	 primary	 motivations	 were	 seen	 to	 be	 grounded	 in	

reflexively-fashioned	identities	and	temporary	experiences	of	the	collective.	The	expression	

of	 class-based	sensibilities	was	not	 secondary	here;	 it	was	entirely	 irrelevant.	 	 ‘Subcultural	

styles,’	Muggleton	notes,	‘have	become	simulacra	–	copies	with	no	originals’	(1997,	p.197).	

Muggleton’s	 watershed	 essay,	 The	 Post-Subculturalist	 (1997),	 presented	 the	 first	

coherent	theorisation	of	‘post-subcultural	style’.	Muggleton’s	concern	is	with	subculturalists,	

‘who	exemplify	ephemeral	attachments	 to	a	variety	of	styles’	 (1997,	p.199,	my	emphasis).	

Beginning	with	a	discussion	on	the	primacy	of	 the	 image	 in	postmodern	fashion,	 the	focus	

here	remained	firmly	on	dress	and	bodily	adornment,	on	the	politics	of	wearable	styles	and	

the	 divorcing	 of	 ideological	 connotation	 from	 its	 artefacts.	 As	Muggleton	 observes,	 ‘post-

subculturalists	 no	 longer	 have	 any	 sense	 of	 subcultural	 “authenticity”,	 where	 inception	 is	

rooted	in	particular	sociotemporal	contexts	and	tied	to	underlying	structural	relations’	(ibid.	

p.198).	Rather,	he	supposed	that	youth	choose	freely	from	an	almost	limitless	range	of	‘free-

floating	signifiers’	in	the	‘supermarket	of	style’	(Polhemus	1997);	‘there	are	no	rules,	there	is	

no	 authenticity,	 no	 ideological	 commitment,	 merely	 a	 stylistic	 game	 to	 be	 played’	

(Muggleton	 2000,	 p.47).	 In	 ‘direct	 contrast	 to	 the	 class-based	 youth	 cultures	 identified	 by	

the	CCCS,	contemporary	cultures	of	youth	are	said	to	be	more	fleeting	and	organised	around	

individual	lifestyle	and	consumption	choices’	(Shildrick	and	MacDonald	2006,	p.127).		
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While	Muggleton’s	essay	(1997)	deals	primarily	with	subjective	narratives	regarding	

the	deployment	of	 ‘subcultural	 style’,	Bennett’s	work	developed	a	post-subcultural	 lexicon	

to	 deal	 with	 the	 implications	 of	 late-modern	 identity	 at	 the	 level	 of	 youth	 culture	 and	 in	

relation	to	a	much	broader	spectrum	of	cultural	consumption	that	more	explicitly	 included	

music.	 Where	 Muggleton	 concentrated	 on	 the	 arbitrariness	 of	 style,	 he	 had	 little	 to	 say	

about	the	social	aspects	of	actually	doing	subcultural	 things.	On	the	other	hand,	Bennett’s	

analysis	refers	principally	to	the	temporal	nature	of	the	late-modern	experience	of	collective	

solidarity	-	that	is,	groups	-	in	the	context	of	musical	practice.	Drawing	significantly	from	the	

work	of	Maffesoli,	Bennett	observes	the	ways	in	which	music-oriented	cultural	groupings	in	

the	late-1990s	were	no	longer	characterised	by	commitment	and	continuity.	Moreover,	such	

groupings	 ‘are	better	understood	as	a	 series	of	 temporal	 gatherings	 characterised	by	 fluid	

boundaries	and	floating	memberships’	(Bennett	1999,	p.600).	

Drawing	on	an	earlier	reading	of	Maffesoli’s	work	by	Hetherington	(1992),	as	well	as	

British	cultural	theorist	Chaney’s	(1996)	use	of	the	concept	of	‘lifestyle’,	Bennett’s	‘neo-tribe’	

model	 describes	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 subcultural	 attachment,	 social	 processes	 which	 favour	

aesthetic	 forms	 of	 sociality	 over	 ideological	 ones	 (Bennett	 1999).	 Noting	 the	 apparent	

fluidity	of	 contemporary	 cultural	 commitments	 in	his	own	ethnographic	 studies	of	 various	

music	cultures	 in	the	Northeast	of	England,	Bennett	observed	that	the	 ‘term	group	can	no	

longer	 be	 regarded	 as	 having	 a	 necessarily	 permanent	 or	 tangible	 quality’	 (1999,	 p.605,	

original	 emphasis),	 and	 that	 this	 therefore	 renders	 as	 outdated	 the	 earlier	 subcultural	

theory,	which	 is	circumscribed	by	a	very	 rigid	definition	of	social	groupings	and	recalls	 the	

fixity	 of	 industrial	 society.	 The	 concept	 of	 neo-tribe	 relocates	 the	 spatiality	 of	 the	

‘subcultural’	 group	 to	 a	 series	 of	 cultural	 sites	 ‘within	which	 the	 individual	 can	 live	 out	 a	

selected,	 temporal	 role	or	 identity	before	 relocating	 to	an	alternative	 site	 and	assuming	a	

different	identity’	(ibid.).	According	to	Bennett,	neo-tribalists	do	not	coalesce	for	any	reason	

other	than	the	coming	together	–	the	experience	–	itself.	It	is	easy	to	read	this	in	the	context	
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of	 the	wave	 of	 academic	 interest	 in	 raves	 and	 dance	music.	Neo-tribes	 cohere	 by	 sharing	

‘feelings	 rather	 than	a	commitment	to	particular	 ideologies	or	beliefs’	 (Sweetman	2004,	p.	

86,	original	emphasis)	and	they	generate	a	certain	 ‘puissance	or	“affective	warmth”’	 (ibid.)	

within	which	the	individual	dissolves;	an	ambient	mode	of	sociality	that	emanates	from	the	

collective.	But	it	is	not	only	a	felt	sense	of	solidarity	that	derives	from	neo-tribal	sociality.	It	

is	important	to	note	that	Bennett’s	work	represents	a	shift	from	reading	social	structure	as	

productive	 of	 subcultural	 forms,	 to	 reading	 this	 kind	 of	 distinctive	 cultural	 activity	 as	

structuring	in	itself.	

While	the	concept	of	‘neo-tribe’	did	not	prove	as	popular	as	other	post-Birmingham	

socio-spatial	concepts	emerging	at	this	time,	Bennett’s	work	is	significant	in	that	it	links	the	

epistemological	project	of	cultural	studies	with	concurrent	sociological	ideas	that	emphasise	

the	multiplicities	of	 late-modern	sociality	(Giddens	1991;	Beck	1992;	Lash	1993).	According	

to	Bennett,	 at	 the	 crux	of	Maffesoli’s	 conceptual	 framework	 is	 ‘a	 concern	 to	 illustrate	 the	

shifting	 nature	 of	 collective	 associations	 between	 individuals	 as	 societies	 become	

increasingly	consumer	orientated’	(2002,	p.606)	and	that	this	new	kind	of	sociality	is	directly	

tied	to	the	growth	of	mass	consumerism	since	the	immediate	post-war	period	(1999,	p.607).	

For	these	reasons,	his	work	is	often	positioned	as	postmodern.	Yet,	Bennett’s	main	goal	is	to	

identify	 the	 complex	 interplay	 between	 translocal	 cultural	 forms	 and	 distinctly	 local	

sensibilities	(2000).	That	this	stylistic	freedom	has	become	a	much	more	immediate	reality	in	

‘late-modernity’	 (Giddens	 1991),	 suggests	 Bennett,	 ‘has	 rather	more	 to	 do	with	 the	 sheer	

range	of	consumer	choices	which	now	exist	than	with	the	onset	of	a	postmodernist	age	and	

attendant	postmodern	sensibilities’	(ibid.).	It	isn’t	necessarily	that	the	artefacts	of	style	have	

no	meaning	at	all	but	that	they	can	now	be	appropriated	 in	both	 increasingly	creative	and	

increasingly	individualistic	ways.	
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For	 Bennett,	 the	 saturation	of	 the	 youth	market	 in	 particular	with	mass-produced	

cultural	forms	and	consumer	items	has	made	it	possible	for	young	people	to	reflexively	and	

creatively	 conjure	 their	 own	 lifestyle	 through	 the	 enactment	 of	 particular	 patterns	 of	

consumption.	Herein,	writes	Bennett,	 ‘lies	the	essential	difference	between	the	concept	of	

lifestyle	and	structuralist	 interpretations	of	social	 life	 in	that	the	former	regards	individuals	

as	 active	 consumers	whose	 choice	 reflects	 a	 self-constructed	 notion	 of	 identity	while	 the	

latter	 supposes	 individuals	 to	 be	 locked	 into	 particular	 “ways	 of	 being”	 which	 are	

determined	by	the	conditions	of	class’	 (1999,	p.607).	Where	the	CCCS	writers	stressed	the	

structural	fixity	of	identity,	post-subcultural	theorists	have	generally	emphasised	the	way	in	

which	identity	is	now	reflexively	constructed	as	individuals	go	about	assembling	a	particular	

‘narrative	of	self’	(Giddens	1991)	through	tailored	strategies	of	consumption.	In	other	words,	

the	contemporary	 ‘subculture	versus	post-subculture	debate’	 (Greener	and	Hollands	2007)	

boils	down	to	wider	sociological	questions	about	structure	and	agency	(Driver	2011).		

Making	a	similar	observation,	Sweetman	notes	a	further	advantage	of	a	Maffesolian	

approach:	 ‘theories	 of	 reflexive	 modernity	 share	 certain	 affinities	 with	 the	 overly	 textual	

accounts	of	subcultures’	(2004,	p.87),	he	says,	in	that	they	often	miss	how	there	‘is	more	to	

“subcultural”	 practices	 than	 simply	 playing	 with	 signs’	 (ibid.).	 The	 implication	 is	 that	 the	

differences	 between	 subcultural	 and	 post-subcultural	 theories	 are	 of	 degree	 rather	 than	

substance	and	that:	

While	recent	work	on	identity	and	consumption	treats	the	body	as	something	to	be	

worked	on,	Maffesoli’s	work	on	neo-tribal	sociality	allows	us	to	address	the	affectual	

dimensions	 of	 “subcultural”	 involvement	 and	 the	 extra-discursive	 aspects	 of	 the	

forms	 of	 identification	 involved.	 In	 this	 sense	 it	 can	 help	 us	 redress	 the	 overly	

textual,	symbolic	or	semiotic	focus	of	classic	work	on	subcultures…	(Sweetman	2004,	

p.87;	original	emphasis)	
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While	 neo-tribe	 is	 useful	 in	 conceptualising	 groupings	 that	 are	 ‘informal,	 dynamic	 and	

frequently	temporary	alliances’	(Shields	in	Sweetman	2004,	p.86),	it	also	pulls	into	focus	the	

ongoing	 significance	 of	 shared	 feelings	 and	 experiences	 and	 emphasises	 the	 apparently	

contradictory	 hypothesis	 that	 the	 situated	 musical	 experience	 responds	 to	 the	 loss	 of	

prescribed	identity	by	providing	a	context	in	which	the	individual	recedes	into	the	collective.		

While	 the	 rapid	 expansion	 of	 post-CCCS	 concepts	 led	 Hodkinson	 to	 note	 that,	 at	

least	 in	 the	 early	 2000s,	 it	 was	 not	 ‘readily	 apparent	 what	 to	 make	 of	 this	 remarkable	

plethora	of	concepts	and	explanations’	(2002,	p.23),	it	seems	clear	now	that	the	concept	of	

‘scene’	 offers	 the	most	 potential.	 Indeed,	 scene	 has	 been	 in	 use,	 at	 least	 ‘since	 the	 early	

1990s’,	 to	 talk	 about	 ‘the	 production,	 performance,	 and	 reception	 of	 popular	 music’	

(Peterson	and	Bennett	2004,	p.3).	Observing	the	potential	for	the	notion	of	‘music	scene’	to	

describe	a	‘diversity	of	musical	worlds’,	Peterson	and	Bennett	(ibid.	p.1)	have	noted	how	the	

concept	 is	 ‘increasingly	 used	 by	 academic	 researchers	 to	 designate	 the	 contexts	 in	which	

clusters	 of	 producers,	musicians,	 and	 fans	 collectively	 share	 their	 common	musical	 tastes	

and	collectively	distinguish	themselves	from	others’	(ibid.).	It	is	the	latter	function	of	scenes	

that	 is	 useful	 here.	 Indeed,	 ‘the	 notion	 of	 music	 scene	 becomes	 a	 form	 of	 collective	

association	and	a	means	through	which	individuals	with	different	relationships	to	a	specific	

genre	of	music	produced	 in	 a	particular	 space	 articulate	 a	 sense	of	 collective	 identity	 and	

belonging’	(Driver	and	Bennett	2014,	p.100).	‘Over	time,’	Stahl	suggests,	‘any	scene	becomes	

spatially	 embedded	 according	 to	 a	 dense	 array	 of	 social,	 industrial	 and	 institutional	

structures’	(2004,	p.54).	Scene’s	‘elasticity’	accounts	for	both	the	‘ideological	and	aesthetic	

strategies’	that	crystallize	in	‘the	webs	of	connectivity	that	define	musical	practice’	(ibid.).	

In	some	ways,	scene	stands	less	directly	in	opposition	to	subculture,	just	as	it	clearly	

overlaps	with	neo-tribe.	Irwin	(1970),	as	Kahn-Harris	notes,	observed	how	scene	can	be	used	

in	‘two	very	different	ways	in	everyday	language’:	it	may	be	‘used	in	the	sense	of	“that’s	not	
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my	 scene”,	 connoting	 vague	 connotations	 of	 lifestyle’	 or	 to	 ‘mean	 something	much	more	

definite	and	located	that	connotes	something	“subcultural”’	(2007,	p.15).	The	fact	that	it	 is	

usually	the	word	used	by	participants	of	music-centred	cultural	forms	is	relevant.	As	noted	in	

Chapter	One,	and	just	as	Purchla	(2011)	identifies	scene	as	the	ethnographically	appropriate	

nomenclature	for	his	own	work	on	crew	scene	hardcore,	the	use	of	‘scene’	as	a	conceptual	

apparatus	seems	to	have	been	derived	predominantly	from	the	specialist	vernacular	of	early	

communities	of	jazz	and	blues	musicians,	mostly	in	the	Eastern	United	States	(Irwin	1970).		

Though	 Straw	 (1991)	 is	 often	 credited	 with	 pulling	 the	 ‘scenes’	 vernacular	 into	

subcultural	discourse,	his	now	heralded	work	had	little	to	say	about	the	debates	in	question.	

Instead,	Straw’s	 focus	was	on	 the	dialectic	 ‘logic’	of	music	 scenes,	which	 ‘continually	 form	

temporary	 musical	 alliances,	 both	 locally	 and	 trans-locally,	 and…	 produce	 senses	 of	

community’	 (Kahn-Harris	 2007,	 p.20,	 emphasis	 added).	 Thus,	 according	 to	 Bennett	 and	

Driver,	Straw’s	work	on	scenes	is	important	because	it	views	‘music	scenes	as	socio-cultural	

phenomena	 that	 are	 not	 tied	 to	 pre-existing	 notions	 of	 community	 grounded	 in	 class	 and	

tradition	 but	 rather	 [speaks	 to]	 facilitating	 new	 forms	 of	 collectivity	 and	 connectivity	 that	

centre	upon	shared	participation	in	more	recent	forms	of	material	culture’	(2014,	p.101).	It	

is	this	view	of	‘scene’	as	a	generative,	structuring	force	in	the	lives	of	social	actors	that	can	

be	contrasted	with	structuralist	readings	of	subculture.	Scenes	help	‘use	music	appropriated	

via	global	 flows	and	networks	to	construct	particular	narratives	of	 the	 local’	 (Peterson	and	

Bennett	2004,	p.7),	where	fans	use	shared	tastes	in	music	to	forge	solidarities.	

Kruse	 developed	 the	 idea	 of	 scenes	 by	 observing	 the	 interconnections	 between	

distinctly	 local	articulations	of	 scenes	 (1993).	 Shifting	 the	 focus	of	music	 fans’	 connections	

with	each	other	away	from	class,	Kruse’s	work	focused	instead	on	‘the	relationship	between	

situated	musical	 practices	 and	 the	 construction	 of	 identity’	 (ibid.	 p.38)	 in	much	 the	 same	

way	 that	 Frith	 (1981)	 and	 Straw	 (1991)	 talked	 about	 ‘popular	music	 itself	 [as]	 capable	 of	
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driving	 particular	 aestheticized	 responses…	 underpinning	 collective	 judgements	 regarding	

music’s	intrinsic	value	as	a	cultural	form’	(Driver	and	Bennett	2014,	p.101).	In	other	words:	

Kruse	 moves	 beyond	 the	 notion	 of	 subculture	 as	 a	 locally-bounded	 construct,	

recasting	 it	as	a	trans-local	phenomenon	whose	members,	despite	being	dispersed	

across	 a	 wide	 geographic	 area,	 share	 aesthetic	 attachments	 to	 specific	 genres	 of	

music	 as	 well	 as	 common	 understandings	 of	 how	 these	 musics	 are	 appropriately	

consumed.	(Driver	and	Bennett	2014,	p.102).			

Perhaps	 the	 most	 important	 development	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 scenes	 has	 been	 its	

application	 in	work	 conceiving	 of	 the	multiple	 spaces	 in	which	music-based	 youth	 culture	

phenomena	are	brought	into	fruition.	While	the	interplay	between	both	local	and	translocal	

flows	 of	 cultural	 knowledge	 and	 commodities	 as	 a	 feature	 of	 scene	 was	 mapped	 out	 in	

Straw’s	 introductory	essay,	the	 ‘tripartite	model’	 (Bennett	2008;	see	Bennett	and	Peterson	

2004)	of	music	scenes	that	demarcates	local,	translocal	and	virtual	modes	of	(sub-)	cultural	

production	 and	 scene-based	 interaction	 has	 proven	 popular	 among	 scholars	 researching	

bigger	questions	about	new	 forms	of	 sociality	by	studying	 the	more	 ‘empirically	workable’	

social	worlds	of	music	and	style-affiliated	young	people	 (Bennett	and	Kahn-Harris	2004).	 It	

stands	to	reason,	then,	as	Kahn-Harris	(2007)	has	argued	in	research	on	Extreme	Metal,	that	

the	real	value	of	the	‘scenes’	perspective	is	its	sheer	conceptual	malleability;	it	is	useful	in	its	

invocation	of	both	a	‘spatiality	and	holism’	(ibid.	p.21).	Scenes	are	spatial	configurations	that	

emerge	from	interaction	but	they	are	also	the	‘construction	of	the	researcher’	(ibid.)	At	the	

same	time,	‘The	use	of	scene	to	describe	a	variety	of	musical	spaces	shows	that	the	concept	

need	 not	 be	 based	 on	 predetermined	 ideas	 of	what	 scenic	 involvement	 consists	 of’	 (ibid)	

and	thus	accounts	 for	 the	possibility	 that	various	groups	cohere	within	 the	scene	and	that	

heterogeneous	 modes	 of	 participation	 engender	 diverse	 constellations	 of	 meanings	 and	

attachments.	Thus,	the	concept	of	scene,	argues	Kahn-Harris,	‘allows	researchers	to	produce	
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work	that	is	empirically	grounded	in	specific	contexts	yet	is	open	to	connections	with	other	

pieces	of	research	and	to	everyday	language’	(ibid.).	 It	would	certainly	be	difficult	to	argue	

against	 the	 diversity	 of	 applications	 in	 which	 the	 concept	 of	 scene	 has	 been	 deployed.	

Indeed,	‘scene	can	be	both	a	public	space	and	a	more	general	way	of	living’	(ibid.	p.15).	

Criticisms	of	Post-Subcultural	Theory	

As	 noted	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter,	 and	 despite	 the	 impact	 of	 post-subcultural	 approaches,	

numerous	writers	have	argued	for	the	continued	utility	of	‘subcultural’	frameworks.	Some	of	

these	 authors	 have	 observed	 the	 contemporary	 relevance,	 in	 one	 way	 or	 another,	 of	

structural,	 socio-economic	 considerations	 (Blackman	 2005;	 Hesmondhalgh	 2005;	 Shildrick	

and	 MacDonald	 2006),	 while	 others	 have	 pointed	 to	 reformulated	 applications	 of	 the	

concept	 to	account	 for	more	 stable	 cultural	 forms	and	groupings	 (Hodkinson	2002)	or	 the	

ways	 in	 which	 ‘subculture’	 transcends	 a	 debate	 that	 is	 grounded	 in	 the	 achievements	 of	

British	Cultural	Studies	altogether	(Williams	2011,	p.36).	Observing	the	limitations	 imposed	

on	the	debate	by	an	empirical	focus	on	live	music-based	cultures,	those	researching	groups	

whose	 dominant	 modes	 of	 interaction	 occur	 online,	 in	 ‘virtual’	 spaces	 and	 through	

‘computer-mediated	communications’	(Muggleton	and	Weinzierl	2003,	p.9)	have	contended	

that	these	may	not	only	‘provide	enhanced	possibilities	for	more	encompassing	and	political	

forms	of	subcultural	organization’	but	that	 ‘the	Internet	fulfils	an	 internally	 integrative	and	

externally	differentiating	function’	for	identity	(see	Hodkinson	2002).	Though	this	may	seem	

a	somewhat	niche	and	specific	criticism,	 it	 is	made	relevant	when	we	consider	 that	virtual	

modes	 of	 participation	 include	 the	 production	 and	 consumption	 of	 artefacts	 such	 as	

‘fanzines	 (Duncombe	 1997)	 and	 other	 forms	 of	 niche	media	 (Thornton	 1995)	 [that]	 have	

long	 served	 as…	 important	 resources	 for	 fans	 of	 particular	 genres	 of	 music,	 offering	 a	

channel	of	communication…	for	the	exchange	of	 information’	(Peterson	and	Bennett	2004,	

p.11).	What	binds	these	criticisms	together	is	a	nagging	sense	that	the	changes	described	by	

proponents	for	the	replacement	of	subcultural	theory	may	not	be	as	absolute	or	universal	as	
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post-subcultural	theory	suggests	and	that	the	‘post-subculturalist’	described	by	Muggleton	is	

not	as	pervasive	or	even	as	new	as	they	would	have	us	believe.		

The	first	and	probably	most	direct	criticism	of	post-subcultural	theory	is,	as	several	

influential	scholars	have	observed,	the	distinctly	postmodern	sensibilities	of	post-subcultural	

perspectives	 present	 an	 overly	 simplified	 ‘celebration	 of	 consumerism’	 (Hesmondhalgh	

2005,	p.25)	that	‘ignores[s]	the	youth	cultural	 lives	and	identities	of	 less	advantaged	young	

people’	(Shildrick	and	MacDonald	2006,	p.126).	As	Hesmondhalgh	pines,	‘The	references	to	

choice	help	to	reveal	[an]	uncritical	view	of	consumerism.	But	what	of	the	factors	that	might	

limit	 or	 constrain	 such	 choice:	 poverty,	 addiction,	 mental	 illness,	 social	 suffering,	

marginalisation,	 disempowerment,	 unequal	 access	 to	 education,	 childcare	 and	 healthcare,	

and	so	on?’	(2005,	p.25).	Shildrick	and	MacDonald	have	suggested	that	the	lack	of	attention	

paid	 to	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 class	 continues	 to	 structure	 the	 consumption	 habits	 of	 young	

people	 is	a	 symptom	of	 recent	 fissures	 in	 the	wider	discipline	of	youth	studies,	where	 the	

‘two	traditions’	-	studies	concerned	with	youth	transitions	and	those	concerned	with	youth	

culture	-	have	dichotomised	the	empirical	motivations	of	researchers.	Thus,	post-subcultural	

studies	 ‘tend	 to	 ignore	 the	 youth	 cultural	 lives	 and	 identities	 of	 less	 advantaged	 young	

people	and…	to	under-play	 the	potential	 significance	of	class	and	other	 social	 inequalities’	

(2006,	p.126).		

That	 these	 factors	 impinge	upon	 access	 is	 undoubtedly	 a	 salient	 point,	 but	 it	 says	

nothing	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 structural	 factors	 and	 taste.	 While	 post-subcultural	

scholars	seem	to	enjoy	quoting	Polhemus’	metaphor	that	contends	individuals	choose	their	

music	 and	 style	 with	 the	 same	 whimsy	 they	 might	 choose	 a	 brand	 of	 breakfast	 cereal,	

others,	note	Woodman	and	Wyn,	have	highlighted	‘the	continued	impact	of	social	position	-	

particularly	class,	but	also	gender	and	ethnicity	-	on	young	people’s	opportunities	to	engage	

in	 particular	 cultural	 practices’	 (2015,	 p.43)	 and	 other	 ‘aesthetic	 attitudes’	 (Bourdieu	 in	
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Muggleton	and	Weinzierl	2003,	p.9).	As	Bourdieu	 (1984)	noted,	 in	his	now	canonical	work,	

Distinction:	 A	 Social	 Critique	 of	 the	 Judgement	 of	 Taste,	 cultural	 tastes	 operate	 as	

distinctions	 that	 are	 just	 as	 profound	 ‘for	 social	 stratification	 as	 the	 accumulation	 of	

economic	capital	(ibid.).	While	Thornton	(1995)	and	others	(Driver	2011)	who	have	drawn	on	

Bourdieu’s	 conceptual	 frameworks	 have	 pondered	 the	 structural	 limitations	 of	 stratified	

experience	 on	 taste,	 such	 as	 ‘habitus’	 (Bourdieu	 1984),	 ‘attempt[s]	 to	 map	 the	 resulting	

“taste	 cultures”	 firmly	 back	 onto	 socio-structural	 variables	 like	 class’	 (Muggleton	 and	

Weinzierl	 2003,	 p.9)	 are	 rare.	While	 the	 emphasis	 the	 CCCS	works	 placed	 on	 class	 in	 this	

regard	 clearly	 overstates	 the	 influence	 of	 class	 experience,	 it	 raises	 questions	 about,	 for	

instance,	 the	extraordinary	gender	 imbalances	 that	characterise	many	guitar-driven	music-

based	groupings	(Williams	2011)	or	why	particular	genres	of	music	are	more	likely	to	appeal	

to	 dominant	 articulations	 of	 queer	 identity	 (Sharp	 and	Nilan	 2017).	 If	we	 accept	 that	 ‘for	

some	 young	 people	 at	 least,	 social	 divisions	 still	 shape	 youth	 identities,	 the	 postmodern	

tendency	 to	 celebrate	 the	 fragmented,	 fleeting	 and	 free-floating	 nature	 of	 contemporary	

youth	culture	becomes	difficult	to	sustain’	(Shildrick	and	MacDonald	2006,	p.127).	

While	 these	 authors	 and	 others	 have	 appealed	 to	 the	ways	 such	 structural	 issues	

block	young	people’s	access	to	consumption,	it	could	certainly	be	argued	that	access	to	the	

reflexivity	 that	 allegedly	 characterises	 consumption	 choices	 is	 itself	 structured	 by	 young	

people’s	 access	 to	 particular	 resources	 across	 what	 are	 ostensibly	 very	 diverse	 structural	

positionalities.	 If	 we	 accept	 the	 argument,	 mentioned	 above,	 that	 cultural	 tastes	 are	

inevitably	structured	by	social	experience,	proponents	of	‘reflexive	modernity’	certainly	have	

some	explaining	to	do.	In	light	of	Bourdieu’s	work	in	this	vein,	Sweetman,	for	example,	has	

produced	a	highly	 instructive	 theory	of	 the	 ‘reflexive	habitus’	 (2004,	p.82)	and	claims	 that	

‘certain	 forms	 of	 contemporary	 habitus	 themselves	 encourage	 a	 reflexive	 orientation	

towards	consumption	and	related	practices’	(ibid.).	This	may	go	some	way	to	explaining	the	

empirical	 findings	of	certain	scholars	working	within	contexts	 that	could	much	more	easily	
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be	described	as	‘postmodern’	(such	as	electronic	dance	music).	Sweetman	is	keen	to	avoid	

the	same	inclination	to	universalism,	the	implication	being	that	he	concedes	the	continued	

existence	of	un-reflexive,	or	at	 least	 less	 reflexive,	 forms	of	habitus.	Sweetman’s	work	was	

the	 result	 of	 research	 into	 body	 modification,	 which	 connects	 rather	 neatly	 with	 calls	 to	

theorise	 an	 increase	 in	 reflexive	 consumption	 practices.	 In	 response,	 Driver	 (2011)	 has	

pointed	 to	 the	 essentially	 historical	 process	 of	 the	 habitus	 and	 emphasised	 how	

consumption	itself	is	productive	of	taste	and,	even	if	cultural	affiliations	begin	with	reflexive	

decisions,	 the	 experience	 of	 getting	 a	 tattoo	 or	 moshing	 to	 hardcore	 ties	 individuals	 to	

collective	identities	in	affective	and	precognitive	ways.		

The	 reluctance	 to	 abandon	 CCCS	 iterations	 of	 subcultural	 theory	 altogether	 is	 not	

limited	 to	 structural	 determinants	 of	 action	 but	 encompasses	 also	 an	 affinity	 for	

interpretations	 of	 the	meanings	 of	 action.	 Some	writers	 have	 derided	 the	 sense	 in	which	

distinctive	cultural	groupings	have	been	stripped	of	any	political	potential	to	affect	or	call	for	

significant	social	change.	Especially	 in	studies	of	cultural	groupings	with	ties	to	punk,	some	

authors	 have	 defended	 the	 notion	 of	 subculture	 for	 its	 ability	 to	 capture	 the	 ongoing	

significance	of	‘resistant’	youth	cultural	activity	(see	Mattson	2001;	Haenfler	2006;	Williams	

2006),	 even	 if	 that	 resistance	 occurs	 at	 the	 level	 of	 gender,	 age	 or	 some	 other	 structural	

determinant,	 rather	 than	 that	 of	 class,	 or	 is	 targeted	 toward	 a	 more	 specific	 effort	 to	

circumvent	commercial	music	and	industry,	rather	than	‘the	dominant	culture’	as	some	kind	

of	imagined	homogenous	whole.	As	Muggleton	and	Weinzierl	have	noted,	‘if	the	CCCS	over-

politicized	youth	formations,	then	post-modernist	and	other	post-subcultural	positions	have	

been	 equally	 guilty	 of	under-politicizing	 them’	 (2003,	 p.14,	my	 emphasis).	We	might	 refer	

here	 to	 the	 aforementioned	 growth	 of	 ‘the	 relationship	 between	 the	 internet	 and	

subcultures’	 (Williams	2006,	p.179)	and	how	participants	of	 certain	 cultural	 forms	 live	out	

their	 collective	 solidarities	 ‘in	 more	 countercultural	 ways	 than	 the	 more	 apolitical	 and	

incorporated	raver/clubber	subculturalists’	(Wilson	and	Atkinson	2005,	p.305).	
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Another	pertinent	 criticism	of	postmodern	 subcultural	 theory	 then	 is	 its	 tendency,	

not	 only	 to	 polarise,	 but	 to	 universalise	 empirical	 findings.	 If	 we	 accept	 the	 premise	 that	

music-based	 cultural	 activity	now	 takes	place	 in	 a	 fundamentally	 different	world,	 then	we	

are	 forced	 also	 to	 accept	 that	 all	 such	 figurations	 are	 forged	 of	 fundamentally	 different	

affiliations.	What	we	are	left	with	is	a	sense	that,	in	the	post-Birmingham	world,	there	are	no	

possibilities	for	the	kind	of	coherent,	stable	response	described	by	the	CCCS.	In	other	words,	

‘the	 CCCS	 might	 have	 overestimated	 the	 boundedness	 and	 permanence	 of	 the	 group	

identities	 they	 were	 studying,	 but	 simply	 to	 offer	 instability	 and	 temporariness	 as	

alternatives	 does	 not	 get	 us	 very	 far’	 (Hesmondhalgh	 2005,	 p.24).	 Yet,	 the	 CCCS	 writers	

actually	anticipated	a	large	degree	of	diversity	among	groups	that	coalesced	around	shared	

consumption	 patterns.	 As	 Clarke	 et	 al	 write,	 ‘Subcultures…	 can	 be	 loosely	 or	 tightly	

bounded.	 Some	 sub-cultures	 are	 merely	 loosely-defined	 strands	 or	 “milieux”	 within	 the	

parent	 culture:	 they	 possess	 no	 distinctive	 “world”	 of	 their	 own.	 Others	 develop	 a	 clear,	

coherent	 identity	 and	 structure’	 (1993/[1975],	 p.7).	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 only	when	groups	 exhibit	

‘reasonably	 tight	 boundaries,	 distinctive	 shapes,	 which	 have	 cohered	 around	 particular	

activities,	focal	concerns	and	territorial	spaces’	and	when	they	‘are	also	distinguished	by	age	

and	generation’	that	the	Marxist	connotations	of	‘youth	subculture’	are	fully	invoked	(ibid.).	

Williams	has	suggested	that	Clarke	et	al’s	point	was	not	‘to	identify	two	types	of	subcultural	

forms	at	all,	but	rather	two	poles	between	which	all	subcultural	phenomena	may	be	located	

on	a	continuum’	(2011,	p.35).	The	point	is	still	rather	tightly	bounded	to	the	notion	of	class	

struggle	 and	 to	 an	 overemphasis	 on	 a	 youth-centred	 articulation	 of	 that	 struggle,	 but	 the	

connotations	of	group	fluidity	and	more	loosely-articulated	membership	problematises	what	

is	 probably	 the	 most	 oft-levelled	 criticism	 of	 the	 staunchly	 post-subcultural	 -	 that	 the	

omission	 of	 data	 regarding	 the	 mundane,	 everyday	 lives	 of	 participants	 implies	 a	 total	

separation	from	‘normal’	society.	
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Indeed,	 this	criticism	has	been	advanced	by	sociologists	and	others	working	within	

the	 boundaries	 of	 post-subcultural	 research.	 While	 conceding	 the	 need	 to	 re-work	 CCCS	

theory,	Hodkinson	nevertheless	argued	that	the	concept	of	subculture	itself	might	continue	

to	 hold	 some	 relevance	 for	 certain	 style-based	 cultural	 groupings	 (2002).	 Hodkinson	

observed	 a	 degree	 of	 ‘substance’	 (2002,	 p.7)	 through	 which	 the	 Goth	 scene	 could	 be	

distinguished	 from	 ‘more	 fleeting,	ephemeral	amalgams	of	young	people,	music	and	style’	

(ibid.).	Though	Hodkinson	concedes	that	the	Goth	‘style	encapsulated	significant	elements	of	

diversity	and	dynamism,	its	boundaries	were	not	absolute,	and	levels	of	commitment	varied	

from	one	individual	to	another’	(ibid.	p.29),	the	idea	of	subcultural	substance	displaces	the	

dichotomous	 nature	 of	 the	 subculture	 versus	 post-subculture	 debate.	 It	 does	 this	 along	

precisely	the	kind	of	conceptual	continuum	that	Williams	is	talking	about,	whereon	scholars	

may	locate	specific	empirical	examples	–	differentiated	by	both	style	and	locality	–	according	

to	 the	 ‘four	 indicative	 criteria	 of	 identity,	 commitment,	 consistent	 distinctiveness	 and	

autonomy’	 (ibid.	original	emphasis).	 In	 this	sense,	while	Hodkinson’s	work	can	certainly	be	

considered	post-	‘subcultural’,	it	occupies	a	peculiar	kind	of	conceptual	middle	ground.	

It	 is	 worth	 noting	 that	 much	 of	 the	 debate	 concerning	 the	 superiority	 of	 post-

subcultural	 perspectives	 has	 tended	 to	 remain	 British	 in	 scope,	 and	 is	 therefore	 yet	 to	

include	substantive	contributions	from	scholars	working	in	North	American	traditions,	such	

as	 symbolic	 interactionism.	 Interestingly,	 as	 Williams	 (2011,	 p.35-41)	 notes,	 the	 problem	

with	 the	 static	 representations	 of	 ‘real	 and	 authentic’	 subcultures	 bandied	 by	 post-

subcultural	scholars	was	articulated	considerably	earlier	among	American	researchers	from	

the	field	of	symbolic	interactionism	(see	Fine	and	Kleinman	1979).	This	was	done	principally	

via	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘communication	 interlocks’,	which	 ‘highlights	 the	 idea	 that	 subcultures	

are	not	restricted	to	particular	groups	or	areas,	but	can	spread	through	whatever	channels	

of	 social	 interaction	 [within	 and	between	groups]	 exist’	 (Williams	2011,	p.40).	As	Williams	

observes,	while	‘clear	analytic	inroads’	have	been	produced	by	North	American	sociologists	
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working	with	the	concept	of	subculture,	such	work	has	been	ignored	by	scholars	–	especially	

in	the	UK	and	Australia	–	‘who	seem	unable	to	work	outside	the	shadow	of	the	CCCS’	(2011,	

p.36).	 Though	Williams’	 statement	 is	 clumsy	 at	 best,	 the	 point	 –	 that	 the	 CCCS	work	 has	

overshadowed	the	equally	productive	contributions	of	American	symbolic	 interactionists	 is	

salient.	 It	 also	downplays	 the	massive	 influence	of	 the	Birmingham	School	 in	many	places	

outside	 of	 the	 Anglo-Australian	 academy.	 Yet,	 the	 case	 for	 an	 interactionist	 approach	 is	

compelling,	especially	in	terms	of	the	‘correctives	or	“fixes”’	(Williams	2011,	p.42)	it	 is	able	

to	 offer	 several	 of	 the	major	 conceptual	 debates	 in	 the	 discipline.	 Indeed,	 since	 the	work	

Williams	is	quoting	dates	to	the	1970s,	he	is	able	to	argue	that	 it	 ‘anticipates’	many	of	the	

solutions	proffered	by	postmodern	subcultural	theories.		

By	all	accounts	it	was	the	influence	of	symbolic	interactionism	that	has	helped	avoid	

the	epistemological	error,	known	in	social	science	as	‘reification’.	That	is,	several	influential	

authors	have	mistaken	the	cultural	for	the	social;	subculture	has	been	mistaken	for	a	group	

of	 individuals	who	actually	exist	 in	 the	world	 (Williams	2011,	p.38).	Williams	has	observed	

how	 this	 actually	 connects	with	 the	 ‘everyday	 language’	of	 subculture,	 ‘where	people	 talk	

about	 being	 a	 “member”’	 and	 inadvertently	 construct	 it	 as	 ‘some	 thing	 rather	 than	 the	

abstracted	culture	 that	 surrounds	a	collection	of	people’	 (ibid.	original	emphasis).	 In	other	

words,	‘scholars	often	fail	to	differentiate	subculture	as	an	abstraction	from	the	individuals	

that	 comprise	 it’	 (ibid.).	One	effect	of	 this	 reification	of	 the	 subculture	concept	 is	 that	 the	

‘fixity’	and	‘rigidity’	(Bennett	1999)	that	the	CCCS	attached	to	their	essentialised	descriptions	

of	 youth	 cultural	 forms,	 coupled	 with	 a	 lack	 of	 fieldwork	 that	 described	 the	 actual	

(heterogeneous)	 social	 experiences	 of	 those	doing	 the	 subculture,	 came	 to	 represent	 and	

describe	 the	 boundedness	 of	 the	 groups	 themselves.	 When	 we	 take	 the	 problem	 of	

reification	into	account,	argues	Williams,	‘“subculture”	and	“scene”	do	not	need	to	compete	

head-to-head	when	we	could	more	usefully	recognize	subculture	as	a	cultural	concept	and	

scene	as	a	social	concept,	each	performing	a	complimentary	role	(ibid.	p.36).	Williams’	point	
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is	 to	stress	 the	spatial	 functions	of	 the	concept	of	scene,	which,	quoting	Straw,	he	argues,	

‘actualize	 a	 particular	 state	 of	 relations	 between	 various	 populations	 of	 social	 groups,	 as	

these	coalesce	around	specific	coalitions	of	musical	style’	 (Straw	1991,	p.379).	 In	Williams’	

work,	 the	 various	 types	 of	 scenes	 ‘share	 common	 denominators:	 shared	 space,	 a	 shared	

sense	of	purpose,	and	a	shared	sense	of	 identity’	(2006,	p.186).	Thus,	while	scene	is	also	a	

kind	of	theoretical	abstraction,	it	is	not	a	cultural	one.	Rather,	it	connects	to	‘subculture’	in	a	

dialectic	relationship	characterised	by	open	flows	of	participation	and	co-production.	

Conclusion	

One	 effect	 of	 reducing	 the	 scope	of	 the	 discussion	 to	 a	 subculture	 versus	 post-subculture	

debate,	where	new	conceptual	models	are	almost	exclusively	positioned	against	the	work	of	

the	CCCS,	is	that	the	field	itself	is	now	characterised	by	numerous	and	systemic	conceptual	

polarities	(Hesmondhalgh	2005;	Driver	2011)	that	are	ill-equipped	to	account	for	the	reality	

of	 music-centred	 groupings	 and	 attachments.	 As	 we	 learned	 earlier,	 Clarke	 et	 al	 actually	

anticipated	 a	 ‘wide	 variety	 of	 cultural	 potentialities’	 (Williams	 2011,	 p.35)	 in	 their	 original	

theoretical	 exposition	 of	 subculture.	 Because	 ‘Post-subculture	 scholars	 tend	 to	 study…	

loosely	defined	strands	of	milieux	that	possess	no	distinctive	world	of	 their	own’,	Williams	

argues	that	they	‘have	invested	their	theories	with	the	basic	(and	false)	dichotomy	described	

by	 Clarke	 (ibid.).	 That	 is,	 ‘beneath	 the	 theoretical	 language,	 a	 simple	 duality	 is	 shared	 by	

these	writers:	 fixity	 and	 rigidity	 versus	 instability	 and	 fluidity’	 (Hesmondhalgh	2005,	 p.24).	

The	 problem,	 then,	 extends	 well	 beyond	 the	 ability	 of	 competing	 analytical	 concepts	 to	

capture	the	empirical	reality	of	specific	groupings;	each	can	be	and	has	been	extrapolated	to	

entire	conceptual	architectures	that	are	meant	to	demonstrate	some	much	bigger	shifts	 in	

the	societies	and	the	world	in	which	we	live.	As	Driver	explains:	

This	 has	 resulted	 in	 a	 system	 of	 conceptual	 polarities	 between	 the	 original	

“subculture”	model	 and	 a	 range	 of	 newer	 ideas,	 each	 as	 flawed	 and	 as	 limited	 in	
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scope	 as	 the	 other,	 and,	 in	 the	 end,	 differences	 of	 opinion	 regarding	 the	 kinds	 of	

social	process	that	tie	young	people’s	identities	to	particular	cultural	forms	continue	

to	 find	 support	 in	 one	 empirical	 setting	 or	 another.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 pressing	

question	must	now	be	one	of	“how	boundaries	are	constituted,	not	simply	that	they	

are	 fuzzier	 than	 various	 writers	 have	 assumed”	 (Hesmondhalgh	 2005,	 p.24,	 my	

emphasis).	(2011,	p.976)	

Driver	 and	 Bennett	 (2014)	 have	 argued	 that	 this	 dichotomous	 approach	 to	 understanding	

the	relationship	between	music	experience,	group	membership,	and	collective	 identity	can	

be	mapped	back	onto	a	wider	problem	regarding	the	 ‘disembodiment’	of	sociology.	 In	this	

respect,	the	application	of	symbolic	interactionist	theories	does	not	get	us	any	further.	One	

symptom	 of	 this	 ‘over-politicization’	 has	 been	 a	 preoccupation	 with	 the	 signification	

practices	of	participants,	with	the	effect	that	the	full	scope	of	musical	practices	at	the	core	

of	 the	 collective	 identities	 of	 these	 groups	 have	 all	 too	 often	 occupied	marginal	 places	 in	

analysis.	 Indeed,	 for	 those	 actually	 doing	 scenes,	 ‘musical	 practices	 are	 active	 and	

participatory	in	nature	[and	it	is]	the	experiential	character	of	the	collective	[that]	cultivates	

their	 identities	and	 investment	 in	each	other’	 (Hancock	and	 Lorr	2013,	p.342).	 In	 the	end,	

‘we	need	to	find	ways	of	talking	about	musical	and	other	aesthetic	and	subcultural	practices	

that	 do	 not	 merely	 subordinate	 them	 as	 subsidiary	 to	 wider	 political	 concerns’	 (Phillipov	

2006,	p.392).	For:	

When	 considered	 in	 this	 light,	 social	 interaction	 and	 social	 spaces	 are	 not	 just	

saturated	 with	 music	 for	 ambiance;	 rather,	 music	 is	 constitutive	 of	 the	 different	

types	of	agency,	modes	of	expression,	emotions,	and	ways	of	being	that	take	shape.	

(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.342)	

The	following	chapter	reviews	the	treatment	of	popular	music	in	the	literature	that	

explores	its	relationship	to	the	formation	and	maintenance	of	cultural	groupings	and	notions	
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of	collective	identity.	Though	it	is	not	the	aim	of	this	research	to	conceive	of	popular	music	

or	music-based	 cultural	 groupings	as	 ‘the	privileged	domain	of	 the	young’	 (Hesmondhalgh	

2005,	p.22),	 in	 investigating	the	 intersections	of	music,	culture,	and	 identity,	 the	 focus	will	

be	 to	 explore	 ‘the	 ways	 that	 the	 embodiment	 of	 music	 and	 musical	 practices	 mediate	

individual	and	collective	constructions	of	identity’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.321).	
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Chapter	Four:	Music	and	Culture	

The	pushing	and	shoving	of	the	moshing	mirror	the	sound	and	texture	of	the	music,	

one	feeding	directly	off	 the	other.	Typically,	 the	music	starts	 first	and	the	moshing	

follows,	 although	 for	 a	 few	 popular	 bands,	 the	moshing	 begins	 before	 the	music,	

when	 the	 crowd	 is	 overexcited.	 The	 faster	 and	 the	 more	 aggressive	 the	 music	

becomes,	 the	 rougher	 the	 mosh	 pit	 gets.	 As	 bands	 play	 harsher,	 they	 use	 more	

distortion	in	the	guitars,	which	will	then	send	the	moshers	into	an	ever	more	rowdy	

and	 frenetic	 pace	 as	 they	 feed	 off	 the	 energy	 of	 the	 band.	 The	 audience	 tries	 to	

match	their	moshing	to	the	band’s	intensity.	The	rougher	the	pit	becomes,	the	more	

intense	the	music.	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.329)	

Music	and	the	Social	

More	than	half	a	century	after	the	arrival	of	rock	’n’	roll	demonstrated	the	immense	social	

powers	of	new	popular	music	forms	(Bradley	1992),	music	remains	‘an	 important	way	that	

millions	 of	 people	 find	 enjoyment,	 define	 who	 they	 are,	 and	 affirm	 group	 membership’	

(Peterson	and	Bennett	2004,	p.1).	Perhaps	that	is	why	music	has	featured	so	consistently	in	

the	field	of	youth	cultural	studies	and,	in	a	wider	sense,	become	an	important	specialization	

within	 the	 development	 of	 ‘the	 various	 “sociologies	 of”’	 (Roy	 and	 Dowd	 2010,	 p.184).	

Despite	 the	 central	 importance	 of	 popular	 music	 as	 a	 readily	 available	 and	 frequently	

deployed	 cultural	 resource	 in	 the	 post-war	 era,	 its	 practical	 social	 functions	 have	 been	

viewed	 rather	 one-dimensionally	 in	 previous	 research	 on	 what	 Bennett,	 in	 stressing	 the	

primary	 function	 of	 popular	 music,	 has	 called	 ‘musico-stylistic	 forms’	 (2008,	 p.430).	 The	

previous	chapter	began	with	the	proposition	that	the	sociological	study	of	such	forms	insists	

that	we	‘conceptualize	something	beyond	music’	 (Williams	2006,	p.174)	to	account	for	the	

social	groups	that	coalesce	in	and	through	its	collective	consumption	and	the	role	they	play	

in	the	production	of	shared	meanings	and	experiences.	In	much	the	same	way,	this	chapter	

will	begin	with	the	assertion	that	it	is	at	least	as	pressing	an	issue	that	we	conceptualise	this	
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process	itself;	that	is,	that	we	address	‘how	[these]	individuals	use	music’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	

2013,	p.321,	emphasis	added)	and	the	question	of	‘how	music	gets	into	the	action?’	(DeNora	

2003,	 p.165)	 -	 not	 just	 that	 people	 may	 or	 may	 not	 use	 music	 in	 increasingly	 diffuse,	

reflexive	or	eclectic	ways.		

The	aim	here	is	to	track	the	evolution	of	predominant	assumptions	about	the	role	of	

music	itself	in	the	interactional	demarcation	of	dynamic	cultural	forms,	the	coming-together	

of	social	formations	that	produce	them,	and	the	agency	of	individuals	who	participate	in	this	

process.	 The	 discussion	 begins	 by	 locating	 the	 origins	 of	 academic	 discourse	 on	 popular	

music	 in	 the	 Frankfurt	 School’s	 concern	 to	 ‘study	 the	 negative	 social	 effects	 that,	 it	 was	

argued,	were	produced	as	a	consequence	of	modern	society’s	increasing	reliance	upon	mass	

cultural	 commodities’	 (Bennett	 2000,	 p.36).	 In	 emphasising	 the	 power	 of	 the	 ‘musical	

object’,	 rather	than	that	of	the	activity	of	musical	practice,	this	approach,	suggest	Roy	and	

Dowd	(2010,	p.188)	constitutes	a	textual	approach	to	grasping	the	social	impact	of	music.	By	

contrast,	 the	contextual	 approach	 to	ascertaining	 its	 social	 significance	 ‘maintains	 that	 the	

meaning	 is	never	purely	 in	 the	music	because	 there	 is	never	“a”	meaning’	 (Roy	and	Dowd	

2010,	 p.188).	 Rather,	 contextualists	 ‘focus	 on	 listeners’	 (ibid.)	 and	 explore	 how	 links	

between	 ‘music’s	 affect’	 and	 ‘the	 ways	 that	 music	 actually	 works	 for	 and	 is	 used	 by	 its	

recipients’	are	‘forged	by	situated	actors’	in	specific	and	often	ritualised	ways	(DeNora	2000,	

p.22).	 As	 noted	 in	 Chapter	 Three,	 it	was	 this	 sense	 in	which	 the	work	 of	 the	 Birmingham	

School	 represented	 a	 major	 shift	 in	 scholarly	 perspectives	 on	 popular	 culture,	 and	

specifically	on	popular	music	after	rock	‘n’	roll.	Indeed,	the	central	idea	that	underpins	much	

CCCS	work	is	that	young	working-class	consumers	have	the	ability	to	creatively	appropriate	

mass	 cultural	 commodities	 in	 a	 way	 that	 subverts	 their	 meaning	 in	 the	 parent	 culture.	

‘Problematically,	 however,’	 and	 as	 Bennett	 writes,	 ‘if	 popular	 music	 is	 considered	 to	 be	

central	 to	 the	 post-war	 youth	 phenomenon,	 little	 attention	 is	 paid	 in	 the	 work	 of	 CCCS	

theorists	to	its	actual	function	as	a	cultural	resource’	(2000,	p.47).	
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Whereas,	in	the	work	of	the	CCCS,	‘Broad	structural	categories	such	as	class,	gender	

and	race	are	portrayed	as	the	–	largely	subconscious	–	motivation	for	reactionary	tendencies	

among	popular	music	audiences’	 (Bennett	2008,	p.421),	 later	work	has	tended	to	miss	the	

structuring	 properties	of	 the	 lived	musical	 experience	altogether.	As	we	will	 see,	 although	

‘the	“cultural	turn”	in	sociology’	(ibid.	p.426)	has	contributed	much	to	popular	music	studies	

by	way	of	an	emphasis	on	‘the	capacity	of	individuals	to	negotiate	structural	conditions	and	

circumstances	-	to	find	an	identity	and	construct	a	lifestyle	that	transcends	the	parameters	

of	such	structural	experience’	(ibid.),	in	the	vast	majority	of	this	scholarship	‘the	actual	detail	

of	how	music	acts	as	a	vehicle	in	the	construction	and	expression	of	lifestyles	becomes	quite	

sketchy’	 (ibid.	 p.428).	 These	 studies	 have	 usually	 missed	 how	 ‘the	 social	 space	 or	 social	

scene	of	music	 and	musical	 practices	 is	 saturated	with	material	 and	 cultural	 resources	 for	

different	types	of	agency,	emotion,	and	ways	of	being	(De	Nora	 in	Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	

p.323).	That	 is,	 resources	 that	bind	 individuals	 together	and	constitute	 tastes	 in	ways	 that	

transcend	 the	 expressive	 function	 of	 music	 and	 imply	 ‘a	 culturally	 enacted	 process	 of	

becoming-other’	(Driver	and	Bennett	2014,	p.103).	In	this	respect,	any	conceptualisation	of	

the	 relationship	 between	 music,	 collective	 identity,	 and	 individuals	 necessitates	 a	 more	

fundamental	 investigation	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 subject	 and	 their	 objective	 social	

realities	 have	 been	 constructed	 in	 previous	 sociological	 discourse,	 but	 also	 across	 the	

academy.	In	doing	so,	I	explore	the	‘increasingly	untenable	divisions	between	structure	and	

agency,	nature	and	culture,	mind	and	body’	(ibid.	p.104;	see	Crossley	2007)	and	propose	an	

adjustment	to	how	researchers	view	what	might	be	termed	the	music-body-culture	nexus.		

Broadening	the	focus	beyond	the	expressive	function	of	musical	resources,	the	aim	

of	this	thesis	is	to	reposition	‘Music	[as]	a	device	or	resource	to	which	people	turn	in	order	

to	 regulate	 themselves	 as	 aesthetic	 agents,	 as	 feeling,	 thinking	 and	 acting	 beings	 in	 their	

day-to-day	lives’	(2000,	p.62).	As	Roy	and	Dowd	(2010,	p.184,	emphasis	added)	surmise:	
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Music	 is	 a	 mode	 of	 interaction	 that	 expresses	 and	 constitutes	 social	 relations	

(whether	they	are	subcultures,	organizations,	classes,	or	nations)	and	that	embodies	

cultural	 assumptions	 regarding	 these	 relations.	 This	 means	 that	 sociocultural	

context	is	essential	to	understanding	what	music	can	do	and	enable.	

Following	the	work	of	Born	(1995),	DeNora	asserts	that	‘music	is	an	active	ingredient	in	the	

care	of	the	self’	(2000,	p.62)	that	is	reflexively	and	systematically	mobilised	as	an	aesthetic	

resource	-	a	‘prosthetic	technology’	(DeNora	2000,	p.102-3)	with	the	power	to	transform	its	

sociocultural	 context,	 afford	 the	 capacity	 for	 action,	 and	 enable	 new	 forms	 of	 agency.	

Crucially,	this	mobilisation	of	musical	resources	is,	in	the	context	of	distinctive	music-based	

cultural	 forms,	operationalised	 in	collective	activity.	And,	as	Roy	and	Dowd	have	observed,	

‘This	activity	 is	evident	 in	the	performance	of	music	-	given	its	physical	nature	-	but	also	in	

the	 efforts	 that	 precede	 and	 enable	 such	 performance’	 (2010,	 p.186).	 The	 technologies	

discourse	is	a	powerful	one,	then,	in	that	it	provides	the	conceptual	architecture	necessary	

to	 grasp	 how	 musical	 and	 other	 practices	 comprising	 the	 various	 modes	 of	 participation	

available	 in	 these	 spaces	 bind	 people	 together;	 ‘how	 music	 is	 constitutive	 of	 the	 social	

interactions	 through	which	 individual	 and	 collective	 identities	 emerge’	 (Hancock	 and	 Lorr	

2013,	 p.321).	 Indeed,	 ‘music	moves	 from	a	 “technology	 of	 the	 self”	 for	 individual	 identity	

construction	 to	 a	 “technology	 of	 the	 collective”	 by	 bounding	 groups	 together	 through	

collective	corporeal	and	symbolic	interactions	expressed	in	musical	practices’	(Hancock	and	

Lorr	2013,	p.323,	emphasis	added).	Music	is	social	in	the	quite	material	sense	of	the	word.	

Popular	Music,	Mass	Culture,	and	the	Academy	

Since	the	earliest	proliferation	of	mass	media,	academic	discourse	concerning	popular	music	

has	 always	 viewed	 musical	 experience	 as	 a	 powerful	 ‘“force”’	 in	 social	 life,	 a	 building	

material	of	social	consciousness	and	social	structure’	(DeNora	2000,	p.2).	As	Bennett	(2000)	

and	 others	 have	 suggested,	 the	 starting	 point	 of	 any	 discussion	 about	 popular	music	 and	
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social	 life	has	 to	be	 the	Frankfurt	 School	 (see,	 in	particular,	Adorno	and	Horkheimer	1997	

[1944];	Adorno	1941).	Adorno’s	famously	pessimistic	work	is	widely	regarded	as	the	starting	

point	 for	 critical	 discussion	 about	 the	 social	 impact	 of	 the	 development	 of	 the	 cultural	

industries	 and,	 in	 particular,	 the	 popular	music	 industry	 (1941;	 see	 DeNora	 2000).	 At	 the	

root	of	Adorno’s	analysis	 is	 the	musicological	argument	that,	because	 ‘the	whole	structure	

of	 popular	 music	 is	 standardized,	 even	 where	 the	 attempt	 is	 made	 to	 circumvent	

standardization’	(1990	[1941],	p.302),	listeners	are	effectively	‘distracted	from	the	demands	

of	 reality	 by	 entertainment	 which	 does	 not	 demand	 attention	 either’	 (ibid.	 p.310).	 As	

Hodkinson	observes,	the	‘predictability	and	rigidity	of	such	forms,	it	was	argued,	encouraged	

passive	 consumption,	 homogeneity	 and	 escapism	 rather	 than	 intellectual	 fulfillment	 or	

diversity’	(2002,	p.13),	limiting	possibilities	for	‘substantive	or	meaningful	deviation’	(ibid.).	

Writing	at	a	time	when	the	new	innovations	of	commercially	available	records	and	

music-oriented	 radio	 had	 dramatically	 increased	 the	 availability	 and	 frequency	 of	musical	

experience	in	everyday	life,	Adorno’s	focus	was	multifaceted.	On	one	hand,	the	cumulative	

effect	 of	 the	 repetition	 entailed	 in	 the	 ongoing	 consumption	 of	 rigidly	 standardized	 and	

mechanically-reproduced	 popular	 music	 was	 seen	 to	 limit	 the	 possibilities	 of	 opening	 up	

new	 forms	 of	 consciousness	 for	 its	 consumers.	 This,	 supposed	 Adorno,	 was	 the	 crucial	

difference	between	the	 ‘serious	music’	of	 the	great	composers	 (Beethoven	earns	a	special	

mention)	and	‘popular	music’	-	sometimes	called	‘hit	music’	-	which	were	viewed	essentially	

as	pre-packaged	by	the	cultural	industries.	One	effect	of	hit	music	is	supposed	to	be	that	it	

‘divests	 the	 listener	 of	 his	 spontaneity	 and	 promotes	 conditioned	 reflexes’	 (Adorno	 1990	

[1941],	 p.306).	 The	 linchpin	 of	 this	 system	 of	 production,	 he	 argues,	 is	 the	 ability	 of	 the	

agents	of	‘industrial	mass	production’	to	‘hide	standardization’	by	constructing	the	illusion	of	

‘pseudo-individualization’	(ibid.).	This	is	explained	well	in	a	passage	from	On	Popular	Music:	
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The	 necessary	 correlate	 of	 musical	 standardization	 is	 pseudo-individualization.	 By	

pseudo-individualization	we	mean	endowing	cultural	mass	production	with	the	halo	

of	free	choice	or	open	market	on	the	basis	of	standardization	itself.	Standardization	

of	song	hits	keeps	the	customers	in	line	by	doing	their	listening	for	them,	as	it	were.		

Pseudo-individualization,	for	its	part,	keeps	them	in	line	by	making	them	forget	that	

what	they	listen	to	is	already	listened	to	for	them,	or	“pre-digested”.	(ibid.)	

Looking	back	at	the	work	of	Adorno,	it	is	easy	to	read	such	observations	in	terms	of	tired	and	

elitist	diatribes	about	the	‘sameness’	of	‘popular’	(in	the	statistical	sense	of	the	word)	music,	

yet	he	provides	a	sophisticated	definition	of	musical	standardization	that	anticipates	at	least	

two	obvious	criticisms.	One	of	these	accounts	for	what	he	calls	the	‘so-called	improvisations’	

that	 characterise	 American	 music	 forms,	 notably	 Jazz,	 by	 observing	 the	 ways	 in	 which	

improvisations	must	occur	within	the	boundaries	of	the	music’s	‘sonic	and	metric	scheme’.	

‘The	 choice	 in	 individual	 alterations	 is	 so	 small,’	 notes	 Adorno,	 ‘that	 the	 perpetual	

recurrence	 of	 the	 same	 variations	 is	 a	 reassuring	 signpost	 of	 the	 identical	 behind	 them’	

(1990	 [1941],	 p.308).	 The	 second	 criticism	 anticipated	 in	 this	 work	 is	 the	 clear	 stylistic	

demarcation	between	genres	of	popular	music,	although	he	doesn’t	use	the	word	himself,	

which	are	dismissed	with	the	observation	that	‘the	fundamental	identity	of	the	material	and	

the	great	 similarity	of	 the	presentations	 [exist]	 apart	 from	 their	emphasized	distinguishing	

trademarks’	(ibid.	p.309).	The	point	is	to	stress	the	ways	in	which	musical	detail	is	viewed	as	

the	invention	of	industry;	the	mechanisms	through	which	capitalists	naturalise	the	masses	to	

their	social	positions	by	denying	them	access	to	the	resources	that	are	required	if	they	are	to	

think	themselves	out	of	their	subservience.	For	Adorno,	music	is	a	mechanism	of	control.	

Adorno’s	work	is	rarely	acknowledged	for	the	emphasis	he	placed	on	understanding	

music	as	a	material	force	that	works	upon	listeners	to	constrain	certain	forms	of	action	and	

to	produce	-	or	enable	 -	others.	Beyond	the	emphasis	on	the	regulation	of	‘consciousness’,	
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music	is	viewed	as	an	emotional	and	psychological	resource,	which	enables	an	‘escape	from	

the	boredom	of	mechanized	labor’	(ibid.	p.311).	That	is,	Adorno	reasons	that	the	simplicity	

and	predictability	of	the	music	affords	consumers	opportunities	to	experience	the	relaxation	

required	to	maintain	and	reproduce	themselves	as	efficient	workers.	Thus,	for	the	working	

class	consumers	of	popular	music,	whom	Adorno	seems	to	have	held	in	equal	measures	of	

sympathy	and	contempt,	‘their	spare	time	serves	only	to	reproduce	their	working	capacity’	

(ibid.).	To	be	sure,	while	the	link	between	the	standardised	musical	language	at	the	core	of	

the	popular	music	 ‘machine’	and	the	relegation	of	 ‘the	 listener	to	the	realm	of	 inattention	

and	 distraction’	 (Adorno	 1990	 [1941],	 p.311)	 is	 absolute,	 ‘his	 work	 offers	 no	 conceptual	

scaffolding	from	which	to	view	music	in	the	training	of	unconsciousness,	no	consideration	of	

how	 music	 gets	 into	 action’	 (DeNora	 2000,	 p.2,	 emphasis	 added).	 That	 is,	 Adorno’s	 work	

‘does	not	 account,	 in	 any	extensive	manner,	 for	how	 the	genie	of	 Zeitgeist	 got	out	of	 the	

bottle	of	music	or,	conversely,	how	music’s	organizing	properties	come	to	be	decanted	into	

society’	 (ibid.	p.3).	 It	 remains,	as	DeNora	argues,	 ‘important	 to	address	 these	questions	of	

process’	(ibid.,	original	emphasis).	Yet,	these	are	relatively	new	criticisms	of	Adornian	theory.		

The	main	 complaint	 regards	 the	 implied	 passivity	 of	 listeners	 and	 is	 based	 on	 the	

assumption	 that,	 cut-off	 from	 the	production	process,	 the	audiences	of	popular	music	are	

resigned	to	the	position	of	disenfranchised	‘cultural	dupes’	in	the	transmission	of	meaning;	

passive	consumers	of	 commodities	and	 texts	developed	according	 to	commercial	 interests	

that	relied	on	the	continuity	of	 the	structural	 inter-relations	 (read:	class	stratification)	that	

they	were	designed	to	reinforce.	What	is	missing	here,	Roy	and	Dowd	(2010)	might	argue,	is	

any	consideration	of	the	contexts	of	consumption	or	how	the	activity	of	listening	is	mediated	

by	 the	 sociological	 positionalities	 and	 associated	 biographical	 experiences	 of	 the	 listener.	

Some	 of	 the	 conceptual	 scaffolding	 with	 which	 popular	 music	 scholars	 were	 to	 subvert	

Adorno’s	 cynicism	 were	 provided	 in	 the	 writing	 of	 Benjamin	 –	 another	 of	 the	 Frankfurt	

School	authors	–	whose	debate	with	Adorno	revolved	around	the	central	issue	of	the	degree	
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of	passivity	of	audiences	in	the	production	of	texts,	their	meanings	and	their	structures	(see	

Bennett	2000,	p.36).	Though	Benjamin	did	not	address	popular	music	 specifically,	Bennett	

notes	 how	 numerous	 popular	 music	 scholars	 have	 extrapolated	 his	 arguments,	 which	

acquire	 a	 new	 salience	 when	 one	 considers	 how,	 ‘more	 than	 any	 other	 mass-produced	

commodity	 then,	 popular	 music	 is	 a	 contested	 form’	 (ibid.	 p.41).	 The	 rapid	 evolution	 of	

musical	 styles	 and	 associated	 listening	 practices	 in	 the	 late	 20th	 and	 21st	 Centuries	 have	

only	enhanced	such	observations,	with	young	people	themselves	playing	a	central	role	in	the	

production	and	politicisation	of	such	musico-stylistic	forms,	often	inflecting	them	with	anti-

hegemonic	ideas.		

That	Adorno’s	work	pre-dated	the	technological	and	geopolitical	developments	that	

so	forcefully	pushed	popular	music	into	everyday	life,	exploited	the	new	relative	affluence	of	

the	 working	 classes	 (see	 Bennett	 2000,	 p.11),	 and	 ultimately	 delivered	 an	 aesthetic	 and	

ideological	material	that	continues	to	be	one	of	the	primary	mechanisms	of	self-expression	

for	young	people	today	is,	then,	an	important	caveat.	The	pessimistic	critical	manifestation	

of	Marxian	influences	upon	the	work	of	The	Frankfurt	School	did	not	carry	into	later	work	on	

mass-produced	cultural	forms	(especially,	as	we	have	seen,	in	Britain).	Indeed,	arguably	the	

most	important	shift	in	scholarly	perspectives	on	popular	music	is	constituted	by	the	way	in	

which	 music	 was	 re-posited	 as	 a	 source	 of	 emancipation	 for	 a	 public	 who,	 as	 has	 been	

acknowledged	in	academic	discourse	since	the	1950s,	play	an	important	role	in	determining	

the	meaning	of	mass	cultural	products.	As	Bennett	notes,	 ‘the	way	that	 rock	 ‘n’	 roll	music	

crucially	differed	from	earlier	forms	of	popular	music	was	in	the	reflexivity	of	the	discourse	

that	was	 established	between	 rock	 ‘n’	 roll	 and	 its	 newly	 emerging	 youth	 audience’	 (2000,	

p.39).	Rock	‘n’	roll	was,	in	point	of	fact,	not	an	invention	of	the	music	industry	but	a	cultural	

phenomenon	 bound	 up	 in	 pre-commercial	 cultural	 exchanges	 between	 groups	 whose	

innovation	 and	 cultural	 appropriation	 of	 African-American	 cultural	 elements	 was	 initially	

resisted	by	the	mass	cultural	industries.	While	most	popular	music	forms	do	not	escape	the	
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‘process	of	massification’	by	the	cultural	industries,	it	is	a	mistake	to	see	this	process	as	‘all-

inclusive’	 (Hodkinson	 2002,	 p.15).	 Rather	 than	 viewing	 these	 industries	 as	 a	 monolithic,	

homogenising	 force,	 as	 the	 ‘inevitable	 replacement	 of	 authentic	 local	 culture	 with	 global	

mass	culture’,	Hodkinson	argues	 there	 is	much	evidence	to	suggest	 that	 these	commercial	

media	 products	 are	 actually	 appropriated	 via	 ‘complex,	 active	 processes	 of	 negotiation’	

(ibid.)	on	the	part	of	the	consumers	who	put	them	to	discursive	and	aesthetic	use	in	context.	

As	Bennett	aptly	summarises:	‘by	concentrating	on	the	alleged	regulating	and	standardising	

of	popular	music,	Adorno	closes	off	any	possibility	of	social	actors	themselves	playing	a	part	

in	 determining	 the	 significance	 of	 popular	music	 genres	 and	 texts’	 (2000,	 p.37).	While	 his	

emphasis	on	the	potential	of	popular	music	consumption	to	manipulate	the	emotional	and	

physiological	 state	 of	 the	 subject	 -	 and	 therefore	 structure	 and	 regulate	 action	 -	 left	 an	

important	space	for	future	researchers,	‘the	implication	from	Adorno	is	that	there	can	be	no	

meaningful	 or	 substantive	 styles	 of	music	 or	 art	 except	 those	 entirely	 detached	 from	 the	

workings	of	the	culture	industry’	(Hodkinson	2002,	p.15)	and	commercial	massification.	

In	this	respect,	though	the	development	of	the	‘subcultures’	framework	at	the	CCCS	

overlaps	 in	 significant	 ways	 with	 the	 pessimism	 of	 Adorno,	 it	 can	 also	 be	 viewed	 as	 an	

important	 shift	 in	 the	 way	 in	 which	 mass	 cultural	 products,	 repositioned	 as	 an	 easily	

accessible	cultural	 resource	 for	young	people,	were	viewed	 in	 the	academy.	By	 the	1970s,	

this	had	primarily	narrowed	to	a	focus	on	popular	music	and	associated	visual	style.	At	the	

same	time,	however,	the	inflection	of	popular	music	with	a	politics	of	resistance	also	imbued	

sociological	 interest	 in	 popular	 music	 and	 youth	 cultural	 forms	 with	 a	 fundamental	 and	

overtly	 political	 concern,	 which	 treated	 the	 artefact	 of	 musical	 and	 visual	 styles	 as	 static	

cultural	objects.	As	DeNora,	commenting	on	this	general	academic	shift	without	reference	to	

the	CCCS	(2000,	p.5,	original	emphasis)	explains:		
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Its	weakness	 lay	 in	 its	appellation,	“production	of	culture”,	where	the	realm	of	the	

aesthetic	was	implicitly	treated	as	an	object	of	explanation	but	not	as	an	active	and	

dynamic	material	in	social	life.	Paradoxically,	then,	the	journey	into	context	was	also	

a	 journey	 away	 from	 a	 concern	with	 the	 social	 presence	 of	 aesthetic	materials,	 a	

journey	away	from	the	original	concerns	of	Adorno	and	others	who	focused	on	the	

ways	in	which	music	was	active	in	-	and	not	merely	determined	by	-	social	life.		

The	following	section	investigates	the	ways	in	which	the	work	of	the	CCCS	advanced	several	

of	the	main	theoretical	contributions	of	Adorno,	fundamentally	shifting	the	focus	of	research	

on	popular	music	to	questions	about	the	political	value	of	musico-stylistic	forms.	In	doing	so,	

Adorno’s	 implicit	 hypothesis,	 that	 music	 ‘is	 an	 accomplice	 of	 the	 body’	 (DeNora	 2000,	

p.103),	one	that	has	the	power	to	‘extend	what	a	body	can	do’	(ibid.),	was	left	largely	out	of	

sociological	work	on	popular	music	and	youth	culture.	This	oversight,	by	‘scholars	searching	

for	wider	political	agendas	 in	all	 subcultural	practices’	 (Phillipov	2006,	p.390),	 is	 significant	

when	 one	 considered	 how	 the	 collective,	 highly	 ritualised	 modes	 of	 listening	 to	 specific	

types	of	music	have	always	been	central	to	social	practices	of	distinctive	cultural	groupings,	

such	as	punks	or	 ravers.	As	DeNora	notes,	 ‘A	 good	deal	of	music’s	 affective	powers	 come	

from	its	co-presence	with	other	things’	(2000,	p.66)	-	namely,	of	other	people.	

Popular	Music,	Youth	Culture,	and	Subcultural	Studies	

For	all	 its	shortcomings,	then,	the	work	of	the	Birmingham	School	represents	an	important	

moment	in	scholarship	on	popular	culture.	For	the	first	time,	academic	researchers	rejected	

‘the	pessimistic	claims	of	[earlier]	writers	concerning	mass	culture	as	a	bourgeois	instrument	

for	 ideological	 domination	 of	 the	 masses…	 [and]	 endeavoured	 to	 recast	 popular	 mass	

culture	 as	 a	 potentially	 subversive	 resource	 when	 placed	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 working-class	

audiences’	(Bennett	2008,	p.420).	This	period	of	academic	interest	in	the	creative	strategies	

of	 consumers	 of	 popular	 culture	 is	 often	 held	 up	 as	 ‘the	 high	 point	 of	 the	 relationship	
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between	the	sociology	of	youth	and	the	sociology	of	popular	music’	 (Hesmondhalgh	2005,	

p.22),	 even	 if	 the	 musical	 practices	 of	 young	 people	 ‘featured	 far	 less	 prominently	 than	

might	be	assumed’	(ibid.).	There	is	an	important	distinction	here	between	what	is	connoted	

by	 the	 idea	of	a	 sociology	of	popular	music	and	 these	writers’	 contemporaneous	brand	of	

‘Cultural	Studies’,	which	came	with	its	own	unique	political	inflections.	As	Bennett	notes,	the	

‘critical	 agenda’	 of	 the	 neo-Gramscian	 ‘strain’	 of	 cultural	 studies	 developed	 at	 the	

Birmingham	School	was	‘directly	absorbed	by	popular	music	studies’	(2008	p.421).	That	the	

‘questions	 pertaining	 to	 the	 relationship	 between	 music	 and	 culture	 have	 conventionally	

been	 addressed	 by	 using	 theoretical	 tools	 borrowed	 from	 cultural	 studies	 rather	 than	

sociology’	 (ibid.	 p.419)	 owes	much	 to	 this	 influence.	 The	 circumstances	 of	 this	 theoretical	

inheritance	 are	 rather	 straightforward.	 As	 Hesmondhalgh	 explains,	 ‘Popular	music	 studies	

was	 in	 its	 infancy	at	 the	 time	 that	 the	Birmingham	CCCS	work	was	being	produced,	and	 it	

looked	 towards	 this	 work	 for	 inspiration,	 largely	 because	 there	was	 very	 little	 analysis	 of	

popular	 culture	around’	 (2005,	p.36).	 The	 relationship	between	youth	 cultural	 studies	 and	

popular	 music	 studies	 has	 thus	 had	 a	 profound	 impact	 on	 the	 sociology	 of	 musical	

collectivities	and	the	politics	of	works	that	cohere	in	opposition	to	subcultural	studies	have	

left	much	to	be	said	about	the	aesthetic	social	functions	of	music	and	musical	experience.	

Despite	the	immense	contribution	of	cultural	studies	perspectives	in	acknowledging	

the	creative	agencies	at	work	in	the	reception	of	mass	cultural	commodities,	some	authors	

have	 contended	 that	 ‘popular	 music	 studies	 found	 relatively	 little	 of	 value	 in	 subcultural	

studies	for	furthering	understanding	of	the	social	relations	of	popular	music’	(Hesmondhalgh	

2005,	p.36)	itself.	Numerous	authors	have	questioned	the	focus	on	the	‘visual	display’	(Laing	

1985,	 p.X)	 of	 subcultural	 styles	 that	 has	 characterised	work	on	music	 cultures.	Noting	 the	

significance	of	the	same	tradition	of	cultural	studies	in	work	on	popular	music,	Berger	coined	

the	 notion	 of	 ‘culturology’	 to	 denote	 the	 ‘kind	 of	 sociology	 devoted	 to	 the	 “reading”	 of	

works	or	styles	so	as	to	“uncover”	or	decode	their	social	content’	(1995,	quoted	in	DeNora	
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2000,	 p.1).	 Describing	 Hebdige’s	 book,	 in	 this	 way,	 as	 ‘an	 ambitious	 attempt	 to	 yoke	

together	semiological	approaches	with	the	sociological	notion	of	“youth	subculture”’,	Laing	

pointed	out	how,	‘for	Hebdige,	music	is	only	one	part	of	a	stylistic	ensemble	called	“punk”,	

and…	 not	 the	 most	 important	 part’	 (1985,	 p.X).	 Indeed,	 for	 Hebdige,	 ‘it	 seems	 that	 the	

symbolic	 potency	 of	 a	 style	 rests	 entirely	 upon	 the	 innovatory	 and	 unique	 nature	 of	 a	

subculture’s	 “appearance”’	 (Clarke	 2005	 [1981],	 p.171).	 Since	what	matters	 is	 the	musical	

style’s	 homological	 ‘fit’	 within	 the	 whole	 homogenously-determined	 semiotic	 response,	

which	 is	 supposed	 to	be	 constituted	by	a	 group’s	 subcultural	 style,	 ‘little	 attention	 is	 paid	

to…	 [music’s]	 actual	 [social]	 function	 as	 a	 cultural	 response’	 (Bennett	 2000,	 p.47).	 While	

Bennett	and	other	contemporary	researchers	have	called	for	a	more	empirically-grounded,	

cultural	 sociological	 orientation	 to	 scholarship	on	popular	music	 and	 youth	 culture,	 Frith’s	

early	criticisms	of	cultural	studies	approaches	broached	similar	issues.	As	Frith,	writing	as	far	

back	as	the	early	1980s,	observed	of	academic	perspectives	on	rock	music,	‘there	have	been,	

by	now,	numerous	subcultural	readings,	some	subtle,	some	absurd,	but	all	raising	the	same	

musical	question:	What	is	the	relationship	between	rock	as	style	and	rock	as	activity?	(Frith	

1983,	 p.219).	 To	 reiterate	 Clarke’s	 earlier	 observations,	 the	 authors	 of	 the	 subcultures	

framework	 give	 ‘little	 sense	 of	what	 subcultures	 actually	do’	 (2005	 [1981],	 p.172,	 original	

emphasis).	There	is	no	empirical	room	here	to	think	how	music	‘gets	into’	subcultural	action.	

Willis’	 research	 on	 bikers	 and	 hippies	 (1978)	 is	 somewhat	 of	 an	 exception	 to	 the	

CCCS’	 generally	 reductive	 approach	 to	 music	 and	 constitutes	 the	 first	 good	 attempt	 at	

addressing	the	social	function	of	music	as	an	aesthetic	resource.	In	this	sense,	‘Willis’s	work	

was	pioneering	in	its	demonstration	of	how	music	does	much	more	than	“depict”	or	embody	

values.	It	portrayed	music	as	active	and	dynamic,	as	constitutive	not	merely	of	value	but	of	

trajectories	and	styles	of	conduct	in	real	time’	(DeNora	2000,	p.7).	As	Willis	notes,	the	actual	

cultural	practices	of	the	bikers,	 ‘would	not	have	happened	without	the	music’	 (1978	p.73).	
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Noting	how	‘the	music	 itself	exerted	an	 immense	 influence	on	the	culture	and	 its	material	

practices’	(ibid.	p.72),	he	explains	a	‘complex	unity’	that	exists	between	music	and	practice:	

We	have	looked	at	the	obvious	connection	between	rock	music	and	dancing.	There	

also	seems	to	be	a	direct	connection	between	rock	music	and	fast	bike-riding.	Fast	

riding	 was	 incited	 by	 the	 feel	 of	 the	 rhythm	 in	 the	 head.	 And	 in	 reverse,	 all	 the	

qualities	of	fast	dangerous	riding,	movement	and	masculinity	seemed	to	be	summed	

up	in	–	were	part	of	–	similar	qualities	in	the	music.	(ibid.	p.72,	emphasis	added)	

Despite	the	aforementioned	criticisms	of	Willis’	work,	 there	 is	a	noteworthy	effort	here	to	

stress	 the	 process	 whereby	 the	 biker	 boys	 make	 their	 musical	 ‘selections’	 (ibid.	 original	

emphasis).	 Here,	 musical	 styles	 and	 artefacts	 are	 carefully	 selected	 against	 criteria	 that	

prioritise	 the	affordance	of	 specific	 kinds	of	experience.	 The	music	 is	not	produced	out	of	

the	distinctive	cultural	context	of	its	consumers,	but	it	is	given	meaning	through	a	perceived	

homology	with	the	pre-existing	values	of	the	group.	 In	Willis	words:	 ‘objects,	artefacts	and	

institutions	do	not,	as	it	were,	have	a	single	valency.	It	is	the	act	of	social	engagement	with	a	

cultural	 item,	 which	 activates	 and	 brings	 out	 particular	 meanings’	 (Willis	 1978,	 p.193).	

Unfortunately,	and	as	discussed	earlier,	Willis’	work	was	famously	limited	by	its	‘top-down’	

analysis,	which,	despite	its	immense	virtue	in	recognising	the	power	of	music	to	organise	the	

social	modalities	of	groups,	posited	his	subjects’	 ‘spontaneous	responses	to	music’	as	 ‘pre-

determined	by	the	structural	experience	of	class’	(Bennett	2008,	p.422).		

For	the	neo-Gramscian	researchers	at	the	CCCS	the	implied	view	of	social	actors	as	

hemmed-in,	constrained	by	the	oppressive	cultural	conditions	of	their	lowly	socio-economic	

position	 left	 no	 room	 for	 the	 possibility	 of	 any	meaningful	 emancipation	 from	 prescribed	

cultural	tastes	and	identities.	What	played	out	in	the	‘dialectic	of	experience’	(Willis	1978,	in	

Hesmondhalgh	2005,	p.31)	 -	 the	 interplay	between	the	consumption	of	popular	music	and	

the	various	other	leisure	activities	engaged	in	by	subculturalists	-	was,	in	effect,	a	collection	
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of	cultural	tastes	and	predispositions	that	characterised	the	distinctive	class	milieu	in	which	

they	were	 inextricably	 located.	That	 is	 to	say,	 that	subcultural	experience	offered	them	no	

way	 out	 of	 inherited	 socio-cultural	 circumstances;	 while	 the	music	 clearly	 played	 a	 social	

role	 in	 the	 collective	 experiences	 of	 the	 biker	 boys,	 it	 could	 not	 emancipate	 them	 from	

ascribed	social	statuses	and	identities.	As	Clarke	has	observed,	‘Individual	subcultural	stylists	

are,	 ironically,	 reduced	 to	 the	 status	 of	 dumb,	 anonymous	 mannequins,	 incapable	 of	

producing	their	own	meanings	and	awaiting	the	arrival	of	the	code	breaker’	(1981,	in	Gelder	

2005,	p.172).	In	the	end,	Willis’	research	population	are	awarded	little	more	agency	than	the	

‘cultural	dupes’	identified	by	Adorno,	their	choices	constrained	by	inherited	tastes	and	other	

reflexive	goals	that	serve	only	to	reproduce	their	 lowly	status	in	some	structural	hierarchy.	

To	 borrow	 the	 wording	 of	 Frith’s	 concerns	 with	 the	 work	 of	 Adorno,	 ‘music	 is	 taken	 to	

reflect,	 to	be	 “homologous”	 to,	 the	 society	or	 social	 group’	 (Frith,	quoted	 in	Martin	1995,	

p.79).	While,	Willis’	observations	construct	music	as	a	resource	that	‘invited,	perhaps	incited	

movement’	 (DeNora	 2000,	 p.7),	 it	 was	 only	 a	 style	 of	 movement	 that	 fit	 with	 pre-

constructed	 notions	 of	 working	 class,	 masculine	 bravado.	 Music	 was	 indeed	 ‘active	 and	

dynamic’	(ibid.)	in	a	way	that	transcended	the	mere	representation	of	values,	but	it	was	only	

dynamic	 in	the	sense	that	 is	afforded	opportunities	for	action	that	embodied	the	values	of	

working	class	boys.	

Though	many	writers	have	subsequently	acknowledged	the	 important	contribution	

of	Willis’	 treatment	 of	 popular	music,	 critical	 discourse	 has	 tended	 to	 focus	 attention	 on	

questions	relating	to	the	context	of	musical	consumption,	or,	DeNora	might	say,	how	society	

gets	into	the	art	(2000,	p.5).	For	practitioners	‘take	the	structures	of	meaning	–	the	musical	

and	extra-musical	 resources	associated	with	particular	genres	of	pop	–	and	combine	 them	

with	 particular	 meanings	 of	 their	 own	 to	 produce	 distinctive	 variations	 in	 patterns	 of	

consumption	 and	 stylistic	 expression’	 (Bennett	 2000,	 p.46).	 As	 we	 have	 seen,	 much	

contemporary	 work	 on	 music-centred	 cultural	 groupings	 has	 tended	 to	 position	 itself	 in	
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opposition	 to	 subcultural	 studies	 by	 way	 of	 emphasising	 the	 highly	 selective,	 fluid	

relationships	 between	 individuals,	 commodities,	 and	 the	 contexts	 of	 mass	 consumption.	

Where	 Birmingham	 writers,	 including	 Willis	 were	 at	 pains	 to	 show	 how	 the	 symbolic	

significance	 of	 popular	music	 (and	 other	 artefacts	 of	 style)	 was	 not	 predetermined	 by	 its	

composer	 and	 packaged	within	 it	 but	was	 impacted	 upon	 by	 the	 agencies	 present	 in	 the	

context	 of	 its	 performance/consumption,	 post-Birmingham	 scholars	 reacted	 against	 the	

reduction	 of	 those	 agencies	 to	 the	 homogenising	 stratifications	 of	 class.	 Noting	 Laing’s	

important	 observations	 on	 punk,	 for	 example,	 Bennett	 writes	 that,	 ‘in	 endorsing	 the	

marginalised	 status	 of	 punk	 rock,	 audiences	 were	 assured	 of	 a	 ready-made	 source	 of	

antagonism	which	could	then	be	used…	to	articulate	a	variety	of	themes	and	issues	relating	

not	 simply	 to	class	but	 to	a	whole	 range	of	 collectively	 shared	and	 inter-class	 sensibilities’	

(2000,	p.49,	emphasis	added).	Thus,	mass	 cultural	products	 such	as	music	were	wrenched	

back	from	the	stasis	imposed	by	reading	the	meanings	manufactured	in	their	reception	not	

as	homologous	 to	 an	audience	defined	by	 researchers	 to	demonstrate	how	 they	 could	be	

reflexively	appropriated	to	‘create	links,	or	articulations,	between	forms	of	music	and	forms	

of	life’	(DeNora	2004,	p.214).	Researchers	thus	adjusted	their	methodological	positionalities	

away	 from	 ‘codebreaking’	 readers	 of	 said	 articulations	 to	 acknowledge	 the	ways	 in	which	

cultural	objects	might	be	productive	of	new	kinds	of	 identity	across	multiple	articulations.	

For	 example,	 ‘in	 Martin’s	 work	 questions	 of	 inter-textuality	 and	 subjectivity	 as	 key	

proponents	 in	 the	creation	and	social	 reproduction	of	musical	meanings	are	central	 to	 the	

interpretation	of	music’s	meaning	and	significance’	(Bennett	2008,	p.425).	

Recognising	that	the	meanings	of	musical	texts	were	not	singular	and	objective	but	

fluid	 and	 locally-specific,	 scholars	 producing	 ‘post-subcultural’	 interpretations	 of	 popular	

music-based	 groupings	 sought	 to	 include	 in	 their	 analyses	 the	 voices	 of	 ‘social	 actors	

involved	 in	 the	 production,	 creation	 and	 appropriation	 of	 popular	 music	 texts’	 (Bennett	

2008,	p.421).	As	DeNora	observes,	the	sociologists	at	the	core	of	the	‘production	of	culture’	
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perspective	were	 ‘reacting	against	 long-distance	relationships	with	their	 research	material’	

(2000,	p.4).	These	writers,	insofar	as	any	generalised	argument	might	be	made,	began	to	pay	

‘much	greater	attention	 to	 the	role	of	popular	music	 itself	as	a	mode	of	youth	expression’	

(Bennett	 2000,	 p.47,	 emphasis	 added).	 In	 other	 words,	 writes	 Bennett	 (2015,	 p.143-4,	

emphasis	added):	

...more	contemporary	sociological	work	on	music	and	 identity	has	been	concerned	

to	look	beyond	the	significance	of	socio-cultural	responses	to	music	as	a	reflection	of	

the	 structural	 conditions	 underpinning	 social	 relationships	 in	 a	 given	 societal	

context,	and	to	recast	music	as	a	resource	through	which	individuals	negotiate	such	

structural	forces	and	engage	in	the	co-production	of	their	social-cultural	identities.	

This	 shift	 represents	 an	 attempt	 to	 recognise	 ‘music’s	 situational	 polysemy	and	 the	 active	

role	of	audiences	in	constructing	meaning’	(Green	2017,	p.41).	It	acknowledges	the	ways	in	

which	popular	music	 is	always	a	‘contested	form’	(Bennett	2000),	an	object	whose	cultural	

value	 is	 not	 fixed	 or	 predetermined	 but	 articulated	 in	 its	 application	 to	 self-constructed	

forms	of	 identity.	 In	 this	way,	 ‘music	has	also	been	considered	as	an	 important	signifier	of	

“community”	at	local,	trans-local	and	affective	levels’	(Bennett	2015,	p.145).	The	attachment	

of	 musical	 forms	 to	 collective	 articulations	 of	 style	 and	 taste	 is	 not	 a	 unidirectional	 one;	

music	 both	 expresses	 the	 culture	 of	 a	 group	 and	 constitutes	 it.	 Quoting	 Hennion’s	 work	

(1993)	on	‘the	interplay	between	texts	and	audiences’,	Bennett	notes	that	the	‘construction	

of	musical	meaning…	is	an	inter-textual	and	highly	subjective	process	in	which	the	audience	

is	 inextricably	 positioned	 as	 a	 reflexive	 and	 creative	 agency’	 (Bennett	 2008,	 p.425).	 As	

Looseley	 has	 previously	 noted,	 Hennion’s	 point	 is	 not	 to	 recede	 into	 what	 he	 calls	

‘sociologism’	-	the	‘accounting	for	musical	tastes	exclusively	in	terms	of	social	forces,	which	

makes	 the	 work	 disappear	 altogether	 (Hennion	 1993	 in	 Looseley	 2006,	 p.347)	 -	 but	 to	
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articulate	how	the	interplay	between	the	aesthetic	and	the	context	is	productive	of	musical	

meanings.	As	Looseley,	in	an	impressive	survey	of	Hennion’s	work,	says:	

A	genre	too	is	a	co-production,	 involving,	on	the	one	hand,	a	style	of	music	and	its	

self-presentation,	 which	 actively	 solicit	 its	 users	 to	 interpret	 and	 use	 it	 in	 certain	

ways;	and,	on	the	other	hand,	those	same	users’	reappropriations	of	this	solicitation	

on	their	own	terms,	redefining	the	music’s	proposed	meanings	by	the	uses	they	put	

it	to,	the	materials	they	bring	to	its	use,	the	way	they	deploy	and	train	their	bodies	

in	order	to	use	it	better,	and	the	discourses	they	produce	about	it	(ibid.).	

In	this	way,	the	constellation	of	meanings	attached	to	music	is	constantly	being	renegotiated	

at	the	intersections	of	its	affective	potential,	as	defined	by	both	its	cultural	histories	of	use	

and	 in	 the	 activities	 through	 which	 it	 is	 performed.	 Indeed:	 ‘The	 emotive	 energy	 that	

audiences	 invest	 in	musical	 texts	 is	key	to	the	 latter’s	 function	as	conveyors	of	meaning	 in	

the	everyday	social	world’	(Looseley	2006,	p.347).	Thus,	Bennett	has	attested	that	‘particular	

forms	of	micro-social	 clusters…	whose	consumption	of	 rock	and	 its	expressed	political	and	

cultural	 values	 gave	 rise	 to	 a	 sense	 of	 shared	 experience	 -	 and	 a	 series	 of	 lifestyle	

preferences	-	through	which	individual	fans	were	able	to	create	a	sense	of	commonality	and	

unity	embedded	in	the	rock	aesthetic’	(2015,	p.147,	emphasis	added).	While	the	influence	of	

grounded,	 ethnographic	 approaches	 to	 the	 sociological	 study	 of	 popular	 music	 must	 be	

viewed	 as	 an	 immensely	 positive	 one,	 its	 development	 into	 a	 meaningful	 ‘tradition’	 of	

cultural	sociological	scholarship	nevertheless	became	inextricably	bound	up	with	theoretical	

approaches	 to	 self	 and	 identity	 imported	 from	broader	 sociological	work	on	 various	 shifts	

implied	by	the	notion	of	 ‘late-‘,	 ‘liquid-‘,	or	 ‘reflexive-‘	modernity	(see	Sweetman	2004).	At	

the	crux	of	the	matter	is	the	contention	that,	no	longer	ascribed	with	any	security	through	

traditional	 socio-economic	 and	 socio-cultural	 structures,	 identities	 are	 self-constructed,	

managed	 and	 expressed	 through	 reflexively	 articulated	 ‘narratives	 of	 the	 self’	 (Giddens	
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1991).	 In	 late-modernity,	 the	 self	 does	not	occupy	 a	 fixed	 social	 positionality	 but	 is	 highly	

malleable	 and	 adaptable	 to	 the	 diverse	 demands	 made	 of	 it	 across	 contexts	 that	 are	

similarly	 in	 flux.	 Without	 anchors	 to	 traditional	 forms	 of	 identity,	 cultural	 forms	 such	 as	

music	 necessarily	 move	 from	 homologous	 expressions	 of	 class	 sensibilities	 to	 discursive	

resources	for	the	expression	of	highly	individualised	stories	of	self.	According	to	Lewis:	

In	 such	 a	 society,	 under	 conditions	 of	 relatively	 high	 social	 mobility,	 greater	

discretionary	income,	easy	credit,	efficient	distribution	of	goods,	high	diffusion	rate	

of	 cultural	 products,	 conspicuous	 consumption,	 and	 a	 greater	 amount	 of	 leisure	

time,	the	link	between	social	and	cultural	structures	becomes	a	question,	not	a	given	

(1992,	in	Bennett	2008,	p.427).	

Thus,	 the	major	 shifts	 in	 scholarly	 approaches	 to	 understanding	 the	 social	 significance	 of	

popular	music	 can	be	mapped	back	onto	 a	 priori	 sociological	 trends	 that	 have	necessarily	

pulled	the	expressive	functions	of	collective	activity,	within	which	popular	music	is	supposed	

to	 be	 discursively	 implicated,	 into	 the	 foreground	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the	 pleasures	 and	

affective	 exchange	 which	 it	 both	 comprises	 and	 facilitates	 in	 situ.	 The	 problem	 with	 this	

focus	is	articulated	succinctly	in	the	following	passage	from	DeNora:	

...there	has	been	a	good	deal	written	about	the	social	shaping	of	music	(its	context	

of	 production	 and	 its	 various	 appropriations	 for	 identity	 politics	 and	 distinction).	

There	 has	 also	 been	 a	 lot	 published	 on	 music	 and	 affiliation,	 music	 and	 social	

boundaries.	 But	 there	 has	 been	 much	 less	 said	 about	 how	 music’s	 specifically	

musical	properties	may	be	 involved	 in	social	processes	or	ordering	and	re-ordering	

and	when	there	has	(by	cultural	studies,	by	musicology)	this	focus	is	text-based,	too	

concerned	 in	my	 view	with	what	 individual	works	might	 “mean”	 rather	 than	with	

what	 they	might	make	possible.	Music,	 in	other	words,	 is	 either	 ancillary	 to	other	

social	projects	(such	as	distinction	and	boundary	work)	or	it	is	treated	as	a	finite	(and	
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implicitly	impassive)	object,	either	to	be	explained	(its	social	shaping)	or	read	(as	if	it	

“contains”	meaning).	(2004,	p.213)	

As	DeNora	 (2004,	 p.212)	 explains,	 these	 scholars	 have	 ‘effectively	 re-materialised	 culture,	

reminding	us	that	(a)	culture	was	more	than	ideas	and	values	and	(b)	that	culture’s	relation	

to	 structure	could	not	be	handled	adequately	by	assuming	a	homology	between	 the	 two’.	

The	 issue	 at	 hand	 is	 not	 that	 recent	 work	 exploring	 the	 production	 of	 meaning	 within	

musical	 contexts	 -	 the	natural	 empirical	 extension	of	 the	 latter	 observation	 -	 is	 erroneous	

but	 that	 it	 has	 come	 with	 a	 gross	 and	 critical	 underdevelopment	 of	 the	 former;	 it	 is	

incomplete.			

There	 has,	 in	 this	 way,	 been	 a	 kind	 of	 bifurcation	 of	 academic	 labour	 within	 the	

discipline,	 where	 many	 authors	 who	 have	 stressed	 the	 reflexive	 construction	 of	 musical	

meanings	 and	 identified	 the	 highly	 individualised	 patterns	 of	 its	 consumption	 to	 have	

emerged	 in	 ‘modern,	 mass-mediated	 technological	 society’	 (Lewis	 1992,	 p.141)	 have	

observed	 the	corporeal	and	aesthetic	aspects	of	 collective	musical	practice.	As	Sweetman,	

making	a	similar	point,	writes:	‘while	certain	theorists	have	argued	that	we	are	all	becoming	

increasingly	 reflexive,	 however,	 others	 have	 suggested	 that	we	 are	 currently	witnessing	 a	

resurgence	of	 sensuality	and	 the	emergence	of	affectually	based	 forms	of	 sociality’	 (2004,	

p.85).	 A	 durable	 strength	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘neo-tribe’,	 for	 example,	 is	 its	 focus	 upon	 the	

cohesive	 social	 function	 of	 collective	 musical	 experience.	 An	 emphasis	 on	 the	 ‘resurgent	

sensuality	and	the	extra-discursive	or	affectual	bases	of	contemporary	solidarities’	 (ibid.)	 is	

important	 for	 popular	 music	 scholars	 because	 it	 emphasises	 the	 collectively	 produced	

‘pleasures	and	emotional	investments	[that]	music	evokes’	(Phillipov	2006,	p.392).	It	allows,	

Sweetman	 argues,’	 for	 an	 engagement	with	 the	more	 affectual	 or	 experiential	 aspects	 of	

what	 involvement	with	“subcultural”	formations	can	entail’	 (2004,	p.85)	and	acknowledges	

the	 primary	 function	 of	 musical	 forms	 processes	 of	 establishing,	 consolidating,	 and	
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maintaining	 identifications	 with	 others.	 In	 a	 dense	 passage,	 Sweetman	 (2004,	 p.86)	

summarises	 impressively	 the	 Maffesolian	 influence	 on	 recent	 theorisations	 of	 the	

relationship	between	music,	style,	and	identity	as	follows:	

Neo-tribal	 groupings	 are	 informal,	 dynamic	 and	 frequently	 temporary	 alliances,	

centred	 around	 “their	 members’	 shared	 lifestyles	 and	 tastes”	 (Shields	 1996,	 p.x):	

around	 feelings	 rather	 than	a	 commitment	 to	particular	 ideologies	or	beliefs.	Built	

around	 tactility	 and	 proxemics,	 these	 are	 non-instrumental,	 apolitical	 allegiances	

“whose	sole	raison	d’etre	is	a	preoccupation	with	the	collective	present”	(Maffesoli:	

1996,	 p.75).	 Tribal	 collectivities	 may	 have	 an	 ostensible	 goal,	 but	 “this	 is	 not	

essential;	 what	 is	 important	 is	 the	 energy	 expended	 on	 constituting	 the	 group	as	

such”	 (ibid.,	 p.96,	 emphasis	 in	original).	 They	 represent,	 in	other	words,	 a	 form	of	

“undirected	being-together”	 (ibid.,	p.81),	or	“sociality-for-sociality’s-sake”,	and	 it	 is	

this	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 generate	 a	 certain	puissance	 or	 “affective	warmth”.	 Such	

“affective	warmth”	 in	 turn	 allows	 for	 that	 “loss	 of	 self	 in	 the	 group”	 or	 “ex-static	

attitude”,	 that	 sense	 of	 “collective	 effervescence”,	 “immanent	 transcendence”	 or	

“shared	sentiment”,	which	“is	the	true	social	bond”	(Maffesoli	1996,	p.43).		

Maffesoli’s	original	formulation	of	‘tribus’	(1996),	upon	which	applications	of	the	‘neo-tribe’	

concept	 in	post-subcultural	studies	 is	based,	stands	 in	contrast	to	those	sociologists	whose	

work	 emphasises	 processes	 of	 ‘individualisation’	 arising	 from	 the	 collapse	 of	 traditional	

forms	of	identity,	as	detailed	above.	As	Sweetman	notes,	Maffesoli	argues	that	the	process	

is	 rather	 one	 of	 ‘disindividuation’,	 where	 individualised	 ‘logics	 of	 identification’	 have	

replaced	 sociality	 based	 on	 shared	 and	 stable	 identities	 (Sweetman	 2004,	 p.86-8).	 It	 is	

important	 to	observe	the	difference	between	Maffesoli’s	macro-sociological	argument	and	

its	 applications	 to	 empirical	 analyses	 of	 popular	 music	 forms	 and	 the	 context	 of	 their	

consumption.	 For	one	 thing,	Maffesoli	 has	 little	 to	 say	about	music,	despite	metaphors	of	
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‘orgiastic’	or	 ‘dionysiac’	 (1996,	p.75)	 sociality	 connecting	nicely	with	 the	 ‘effervescence’	of	

collective	 activities	 attached	 to	 the	 so-called	 tribalism	 of	 EDM-based	 cultural	 forms	 (see	

Rietveld	1997).			

Nevertheless,	 one	 impact	 of	 this	 emergence	 of	 sociological	 interest	 in	 affectively-

oriented	 forms	 of	 sociality	 is	 the	 renewed	 focus	 on	 the	 embodied	 experience	 of	 popular	

music	and	associated	cultural	practices.	One	of	the	predominant	uses	of	music	identified	by	

recent	work	on	youth	culture	and	popular	music	is	the	experience	itself.	Musical	forms	of	all	

descriptions	 are	 mobilised	 by	 groups	 to	 facilitate	 the	 visceral	 experience	 of	 collective	

solidarity	 and	 associated	 identifications	 that	 have	 vanished	 from	 the	 late-modern	 social	

experience.	Evidence	for	this	is	thick	on	the	ground.	Those	studying	rave,	for	example,	have	

keenly	 observed	 how	 this	 ‘loss	 of	 self’	 (Maffesoli	 in	 Sweetman	 2004,	 p.86)	 is	 a	 central	

element	of	participation.	Malbon	also	talks	about	the	‘oceanic	experience’	that	is	facilitated	

by	musical	practices	and	augmented	by	drugs	 like	ecstasy	or	MDMA	 ([1999]	2005,	p.491).	

For	‘social	life	is	not	merely	“socially”	constructed,	but	is	crafted	with	reference	to	materials,	

conventions	and	technologies,	of	which	music	is	one,	and	that	these	materials	may	mediate	

the	things	that	are	done	with	and	to	them’	(DeNora	2004,	p.214).		

Noting	the	prevalence	of	such	observations	in	work	that	is	often	characterised	by	a	

primary	 focus	 on	 mapping	 the	 contested	 meanings	 that	 are	 produced	 in	 the	 discursive	

appropriation	 of	 cultural	 products	 such	 as	 music,	 Green	 has	 suggested	 that	 conceptual	

common	ground	may	lie	in	the	notion	of	‘peak	music	experiences’	(2017,	p.39).	Pointing	to	

empirical	studies	that	have	recorded	the	ways	in	which	music	can	afford	epiphanic	or	even	

transformational	moments	in	the	biographies	of	individuals,	Green	suggests	that	peak	music	

experiences	 ‘are	 interactions	 that	 reveal	 meanings	 and	 produce	 feelings	 which,	 through	

their	 intensity,	 leave	 an	 imprint	 that	 affects	 future	 interactions’	 (2016,	 p.334).	 Green’s	

analysis	 is	 important	for	at	 least	two	reasons.	The	first	reason	is	that	 it	emphasises	a	point	
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made	 countless	 times	before	by	 scholars	working	 in	 the	 vein	of	 reception	 studies;	 that	 is,	

that	 the	 discursive	 properties	 of	 music	 are	 ‘completed	 in	 the	 subjective	 experience	 of	

reception’	(ibid.).	The	second	is	that,	in	acknowledging	music’s	capacity	for	enduring	affects	

upon	 the	 listener	 by	 way	 of	 its	 impact	 upon	 their	 emotional	 (indeed,	 physiological)	 state	

long	 after	 the	music	 has	 stopped,	 Green	 shows	 how	music	 has	 the	 capacity,	 not	 only	 to	

make	 available	 the	 articulation	 of	 subjective	 meaning,	 but	 to	 organise	 and	 to	 regulate	

subjective	 capacities	 for	experience	and	agency.	Crucially,	while	 the	 concept	of	 ‘epiphany’	

implies	 that	 the	 emotional	 experiences	 afforded	 by	 music	 in	 particular	 contexts	 are	

revelatory	in	nature,	many	of	Green’s	data	depict	a	reflexive	process	of	selection,	driven	at	

least	in	part	by	the	pre-existing	musical	tastes	of	the	listener	and	an	awareness	of	the	power	

of	music	to	make	available	particular	aesthetic	experiences.	This	‘aesthetic	reflexivity’	(Lash	

and	Urry	1994)	 implies	 intentionality.	As	Roy	and	Dowd	(2010,	p.189)	attest:	 ‘...individuals	

construct	an	 identity	 (a	“me”)	by	using	music	 to	mark	and	document	 important	aspects	of	

their	lives	-	including	memorable	events	and	evolving	relationships	-	and	to	guide	how	they	

negotiate	such	activities	as	shopping,	aerobics,	and	lovemaking’	(ibid.).	DeNora	(2000,	p.53)	

has	 also	 shown	 how,	music	 can	 be	 and	 is,	 on	 an	 almost	 everyday	 basis,	mobilised	 not	 to	

expressive	 but	 to	 aesthetic	 ends.	Music	 is	 ‘a	 resource	 for	modulating	 and	 structuring	 the	

parameters	 of	 aesthetic	 agency	 -	 feeling,	 motivation,	 desire,	 comportment,	 action	 style,	

energy’	(ibid.).	

In	 this	 way,	 ‘structuralist	 perspectives	 remain	 distanced	 from	 the	 heart	 of	 the	

matter,	from	how	individuals	not	only	experience	culture,	but	also	how	they	mobilize	culture	

for	being,	doing	and	 feeling’	 (DeNora	2000,	p.74,	 emphasis	 added).	 That	 is,	musical	 forms	

can	be	 thought	of	 as	 aesthetic	 technologies.	 To	begin	with,	 the	 ‘technologies’	discourse	 is	

deployed	in	the	Foucauldian	sense,	as	a	way	of	conceptualising	social	externalities	that	exert	

influence	on	the	disciplining	of	the	body	(see	Turner	2007,	p.28-9).	In	short,	it	acknowledges	

how	popular	music	is	put	to	use	and	assembled	with.	And,	in	this	way,	music	is	‘not	so	much	
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used	 as	 brought	 into	 use,	 through	 [its]	 incorporation	 into	 an	 accustomed	 (that	 is	 usual)	

pattern	of	dextrous	activity’	(Ingold	2001,	p.20,	original	emphasis).	Properties	of	the	musical	

experience	are	‘not	pre-existing	properties	of	the	user	[or]	the	used,	but	rather	immanent	in	

the	activity	itself,	in	the	gestural	synergy	of	human	being,	tool	and	raw	material’	(ibid.).	Such	

a	perspective	arises	from	philosophical	work	that	interrogates	much	more	fundamental	and	

basic	questions	about	human	beings	than	are	ordinarily	explored	in	popular	music	studies.	

Popular	Music,	Aesthetic	Reflexivity,	and	Prosthetic	Technologies	

The	 matter	 at	 hand	 is	 nothing	 less	 than	 the	 re-evaluation	 of	 what	 is	 meant,	 within	

sociological	 scholarship	of	musico-stylistic	 forms,	by	 the	 idea	 that	 subjectivity	 is	 ‘culturally	

constructed’	(DeNora	2000,	p.74).	If	the	objective	is	to	interrogate	the	‘social-cultural	nexus’	

(DeNora	2004)	and	uncover	the	processes	through	which	music	weighs	upon	the	subjectivity	

of	 its	 listeners,	then	 it	becomes	necessary	to	define	exactly	what	 ‘subjectivity’	 is.	DeNora’s	

celebrated	work	is	no	less	instructive	here,	claiming	that	‘exploring	the	contradictions	[of	the	

body]	 helps	 to	 open	many	 deeper	 questions	 concerning	 the	 relationship	 between	 bodies	

and	the	material-cultural	settings	of	their	existence’	(ibid.	p.75).	The	root	of	many	problems	

concerning	 sociological	 conceptualisations	 of	 popular	music	 and	 its	 relationship	 to	 people	

lies	in	broader	issues	that	have,	since	the	early	1980s,	surfaced	in	other	areas	of	sociological	

and	cultural	studies	enquiry	(see	Shilling	2007).	In	sociology,	for	example,	where	the	notion	

of	 ‘“embodiment”	 was	 used	 to	 interrogate	 some	 of	 the	 longstanding	 nature/culture,	

action/structure,	and	subject/object	dualisms	that	the	discipline	had	wrestled	with	since	its	

beginnings’	 (Shilling	 2007,	 p.2),	 this	 has	 manifested	 in	 recent	 perspectives	 that	 ‘have	

proposed	a	conception	of	the	“body”	as	a	socialized	entity,	configured	at	-	and	serving	also	

to	demarcate	-	the	interstices	of	nature,	culture	and	technology’	(DeNora	2000,	p.75).		

The	 issue	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	 philosophical	 separation	of	 the	mind	 from	 the	physical	

realm	of	the	body,	a	historically-located	intellectual	tradition	that	is	closely	associated	with	
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the	influence	of	philosophers	such	as	Descartes	-	hence,	it	continues	to	be	widely	referred	to	

as	 ‘Cartesian’	 split	or	dualism	 (Levine	2007,	p.39).	 The	 implications	of	 this	 separation,	 it	 is	

argued,	 have	 had	 profound	 effects	 on	 the	 academy	 and	 on	Western	 intellectual	 pursuits	

generally	speaking.	Though	the	scope	and	scale	of	correctives	has	proliferated	exponentially	

in	recent	decades,	for	reasons	that	will	be	explained	later	in	the	thesis,	this	study	will	ground	

its	 discussion	 of	 what	 DeNora	 calls	 the	 ‘mechanisms	 through	 which	 environmental	

regularities	come	to	be	related	to,	and	indeed	foster,	bodily	regularities’	(2000,	p.83,	original	

emphasis)	in	the	works	of	Ingold	(1990,	2001,	2008;	Ingold	and	Kurttila	2001).	Ingold’s	body	

of	work	may	appear	at	odds	with	a	study	on	hardcore	music,	since	it	is	itself	grounded	in	an	

empirical	 concern	 with	 the	 indigeneity	 of	 circumpolar	 peoples	 struggling	 with	 their	 own	

cultural	identities	in	Finnish	Lapland.	Yet,	Ingold’s	ideas	about	their	indigeneity	-	what	makes	

his	 research	 population	 of	 their	 culture	 -	 relies	 on	 a	 conceptualisation	 of	 the	 impact	 of	

experiences	 with	 the	 particular	 aesthetic	 and	 material	 resources	 that	 comprise	 their	

environment	 that	 transcends	 the	 same	 mind/body	 problematic	 at	 the	 root	 of	 modernist	

discourse	(see,	in	particular,	Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000).	The	root	of	the	argument	is	that	the	

Sami	people	understand	 the	 impact	of	 their	distinctive	 ritual	 and	 sensorial	 ‘entanglement’	

(see	Ingold	2008)	with	other	embodied	agencies	that	comprise	it	as	formative	of	capacities	

for	action	that	define	them	as	Sami.	It	is	the	ability	to	do	things	that	provides	distinction,	not	

access	to	any	‘codified’	forms	of	cultural	knowledge	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2001).	And	ability	is	

‘entrained’	(DeNora	2000,	p.78)	through	the	regulatory	effects	of	consistent	opportunity	for	

certain	kinds	of	perception	and	action.	It	 is	through	the	use	of	cultural	materials	in	context	

that	agency	is	corporeally	defined.		

Relocating	 the	 locus	 of	 agency	 and	 intentionality	 to	 account	 for	 the	 mind/body	

problematic	represents	an	important	epistemological	shift.	Rather	than	reducing	music	to	its	

function	as	a	symbolic	cultural	artefact	-	a	function	which	it	most	definitely	serves	insofar	as	

‘the	whole	 person,	 indissolubly	 body	 and	mind’	 (Ingold	 2001,	 p.21)	 provides	 the	 locus	 for	
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consciousness	-	it	is	possible	to	understand	music	as	an	‘aesthetic	agency’.	Music	is,	at	least,	

co-constitutive	 of	 the	 (social)	 field	 of	 relations	 within	 which	 the	 embodied	 subject	 is	

implicated.	 As	DeNora	 observes:	 ‘Music	 is	 not	merely	 a	 “meaningful”	 or	 “communicative”	

medium’;	music	 provides	 ‘a	 framework	 for	 the	organization	of	 agency’	 (2000,	 p.16-7)	 in	 a	

thoroughly	materialist	sense.	

It	does	much	more	than	convey	signification	through	non-verbal	means…	Music	may	

influence	 how	 people	 compose	 their	 bodies,	 how	 they	 conduct	 themselves,	 how	

they	 experience	 the	 passage	 of	 time,	 how	 they	 feel	 –	 in	 terms	 of	 energy	 and	

emotion	 –	 about	 themselves,	 about	 others,	 and	 about	 situations.	 In	 this	 respect,	

music	may	imply,	and	in	some	cases,	elicit	associated	modes	of	conduct.	(ibid.)	

Despite	the	problems	with	earlier	studies,	DeNora	has	noted	how	the	‘great	contribution’	of	

writers	such	as	Willis	‘was	their	focus	not	on	what	can	be	“said”	about	cultural	forms,	but	on	

what	 the	 appropriation	of	 cultural	material	 achieves	 in	 action,	what	 culture	 “does”	 for	 its	

consumers	within	the	contexts	of	their	lives’	(2000,	p.6,	original	emphasis).	Under	these	new	

circumstances,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 appreciate	 the	 contributions	 of	 Willis	 in	 a	 way	 that	

transcends	 much	 of	 the	 debate	 concerning	 the	 relationship	 between	 popular	 music	 and	

social	life.	As	DeNora,	writing	enthusiastically	about	Willis’	early	research,	remarks:	

Music’s	 structuring	 properties	were	 understood	 as	 actualized	 [sic]	 in	 and	 through	

the	practices	of	musical	use,	 through	 the	ways	music	was	used	and	 referred	 to	by	

actors	 during	 their	 ongoing	 attempts	 to	 produce	 their	 social	 situations	 and	

themselves	as	selves.	(2000,	p.5-6;	original	emphasis)	

For	the	most	part,	those	recent	studies	on	music-centred	cultural	groupings	that	have	paid	

due	consideration	to	the	aesthetic	and	sensorial	experience	of	musical	practice	have	tended	

to	 deal,	 in	 some	 way,	 with	 how	 various	modes	 of	 participation	 offered	 opportunities	 for	

‘catharsis’	 (Kahn-Harris	 2007),	 ‘emotional	 release’	 (Haenfler	 2006),	 ‘ecstatic	 experience’	
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(Malbon	 1999),	 or	 any	 other	 physiologically	 relevant	 effect	 that	 is	 made	 available	 in	 the	

visceral	and	affective	process	of	disindividuation.	Here,	music	is	a	material	resource,	a	tool	

with	 which	 individuals	 attempt	 to	 both,	 craft	 an	 authentic	musical	 experience	 out	 of	 the	

various	kinds	of	materials	available	to	them,	and	reproduce	themselves	in	distinctive	ways.	

To	these	ends,	DeNora’s	important	study	of	the	way	in	which	individuals	use	popular	music	

in	 their	 everyday	 lives	 unveiled	 a	 new	 conception	 of	 music	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 ‘prosthetic	

technology’	(DeNora	2000,	p.102-3)	–	as	a	‘cultural	vehicle,	one	that	can	be	ridden	like	a	bike	

or	boarded	like	a	train’	(ibid.	p.7)	–	deployed	in	the	corporeal	organisation	of	daily	activity.	

Indeed,	‘This	focus	shifts	away	from	what	the	body	“is”	(and	what	can	be	done	“to”	it),	to	a	

focus	on	what	the	body	may	become	as	 it	 is	situated	within	different	contexts	and	viewed	

from	within	different	terms	of	reference’	(DeNora	2000,	p.75).	The	idea	is	summarised	thus:	

Prosthetic	 technologies	are	materials	 that	extend	what	 the	body	can	do…	Through	

the	 creation	 and	 use	 of	 such	 technologies	 actors	 (bodies)	 are	 enabled	 and	

empowered,	 their	 capacities	 are	 enhanced.	With	 such	 technologies,	 actors	 can	do	

things	that	cannot	be	done	independently;	they	are	capacitated	in	and	through	their	

ability	to	appropriate	what	such	technologies	afford.	(ibid.	p.103)		

The	concept	of	affordance	is	central	to	understanding	the	use	of	the	technologies	discourse	

in	this	way.	The	contribution	of	music	is	not	one	of	producing	meanings	that	are	codified	in	a	

discourse	 that	 can	be	wholly	expressed	 but	 in	 its	 affordance	of	particular	opportunities	 to	

develop	by	way	of	practice.	Musical	experience	is	about	‘setting	up	the	conditions	in	which	

growth	can	occur’	 (Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000,	p.194).	This	 is	what	DeNora	means	when	she	

talks	about	the	process	of	musical	entrainment.	That	is,	that	musical	entrainment	provides	‘a	

clear	example	of	how	environmental	materials	and	their	properties	may	be	said	to	afford	or	

provide	resources	for	particular	kinds	of	bodies	and	bodily	states,	states	that	are	regularized	

and	reproduced	over	time’	(DeNora	2000,	p.79	emphasis	added).	To	this	end,	much	of	the	
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scholarship	 that	 acknowledges	 the	 structuring	 potential	 of	 musical	 consumption	 and,	

therefore,	the	ways	in	which	it	affords	opportunities	for	new	experiences	and	opens	up	new	

action-potentialities,	does	not	go	far	enough.	As	Green,	theorising	the	idea	of	‘peak	musical	

experiences’	 to	 account	 for	 ‘the	 biographical	 significance	 of	 particular	 encounters	 with	

music’	(2016,	p.336)	has	previously	observed:		

DeNora	and	Hennion’s	work	focuses	more	on	music’s	effects	on	mood	and	attention	

than	enduring	change,	and	more	on	established	practices	 than	 their	development.	

However,	it	follows	from	their	insights	that	an	encounter	with	music	can	be	unique	

and	that	people	can	develop	practices	and	subjectivities	through	such	encounters.		

There	 is	work	 to	be	done,	 then,	 in	 theorising	 the	 relationship	between	popular	music,	 the	

place-making	 of	 musical	 activity	 and	 the	 process	 of	 the	 body/self;	 questions	 to	 be	 asked	

about	how	music	‘gets	into	action’.		

In	 an	 attempt	 to	 account	 for	 hardcore	 scene	 participants’	 narratives	 about	 the	

acquisition	 of	 corporeal	 knowledges	 and	 competencies	 as	 they	 embark	 on	 trajectories	 of	

membership	and	status	within	the	scene,	Driver	(2011)	has	offered	a	new	appropriation	of	

the	 concept	 of	 ‘habitus’	 (see	 Bourdieu	 1984)	 by	 drawing	 on	 Sweetman’s	 (2004)	 work	 on	

body	modification	 cultures.	 Sweetman,	 in	 anticipating	 some	of	 the	 aforementioned	 issues	

concerning	 the	 body	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 ‘absent-presence’	 (Shilling	 2007)	 in	 sociology,	 had	

anticipated	 and	 attempted	 to	 explain	 away	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 cultural	 tastes	 of	

individuals	are	structured	by	the	experiential	histories	of	bodies.	Sweetman	had	contended	

that	late-modern	societies,	under	socio-cultural	conditions	of	fragmentation	and	ontological	

insecurity,	 were	 producing	 forms	 of	 habitus	 that	 predisposed	 social	 actors	 to	 greater	

degrees	of	reflexivity,	 thus	departing	significantly	from	Bourdieu’s	structuralist	 formulation	

of	the	concept	as	heavily	constrained	by	factors	such	as	class,	gender,	and	race.	However,	as	

Driver	 points	 out,	 at	 the	 very	 core	 of	 Bourdieu’s	 social	 praxeology	 is	 the	 notion	 that	 the	
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habitus	 is	historically	manifested;	 it	derives	 from	the	 repetition	of	experience	 to	 constrain	

taste	and	action-potential	(2011,	p.984).	The	acquisition	of	competence	in	forms	of	activity	

implies	 a	 structuration	 by	 habitus,	 which	 is	 itself	 structured	 by	 affordances	 for	 the	

perception	 of	 and	 action	 within	 distinctive	 environments	 (ibid.).	 Because	 music	 lends	 an	

affective	 intensity	 to	 the	 distinctive	 subcultural	 spaces	wherein	 skill	 is	 acquired,	 it	 can	 be	

conceived	 as	 an	 integral	 component	 of	 the	 exogeneous	 field	 of	 relations	 that	 constitutes	

self,	thus	anchoring	the	individual	to	distinctive	configurations	of	identification	and	agency.	

In	 other	 words,	 ‘taste	 is	 not	 a	 static,	 passive	 disposition	 but	 an	 evolving	 and	 active	

technique’	(Hennion	in	Green	2017,	p.45).		

While	Bourdieuian	 theorisations	pointing	 to	 the	historical	 nature	of	musical	 tastes	

have	been	increasingly	visible	in	popular	music	studies	since	Thornton’s	Distinction-inspired	

work	on	club	cultures	(1995),	the	concept	of	affordance	allows	us	to	conceptualise	reflexive	

patterns	of	consumption	without	reducing	the	musical	 form	to	a	 fundamentally	expressive	

device.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 concept	 of	 habitus	 provides	 for	 a	 conceptualisation	 of	 the	

identity	 as	 immanent	 in	 the	 whole	 person’s	 entanglement	 in	 her	 environment.	 Though	

DeNora’s	work	is	clearly	an	indispensable	resource	for	theorising	how	individuals	use	music	

as	an	aesthetic	resource	in	the	cultural	construction	of	subjectivity,	Hancock	and	Lorr’s	work	

(2013)	 extends	 its	 scope	 to	 investigate	 how	 music	 is	 operationalised	 by	 groups	 in	 the	

construction	 of	 collective	 identity.	 As	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 attest,	 distinctive	 practices	 of	

consumption	are	the	 ‘cultural	resources	by	which	musicians	and	audience	members	at	 live	

music	 performances	 collectively	 and	 interactively	 cultivate	 and	 sustain	 their	 identities’	

(2013,	p.321).	 In	doing	so,	 ‘we	can	come	to	see	music	as	a	central	medium	through	which	

the	experience	of	collective	effervescence	and	loss	of	self,	catharsis	and	emotional	release,	

intensity	 in	 social	 bonds	 and	 trust,	 and	 affirmation	 of	 community	 solidarity,	 all	 serve	 as	

foundations	of	group	identity’	(ibid.	p.322).	Despite	the	important	role	that	music	plays	as	a	

‘technology	of	the	self’	in	defining	the	action-capacities	of	individuals	in	context,	its	function	
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is	 enhanced	 when	 we	 consider	 how	 the	 musical	 experience	 is	 mediated	 by	 practices	 of	

others.	 DeNora	 calls	 these	 ‘reflexive	 musical	 practices’	 (according	 to	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	

2013),	 locating	 listening	within	 the	 sociocultural	 context	 of	 the	 group.	 That	 is	 to	 say,	 that	

‘music	 is	 sociological	 in	 that	 it	 serves	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 interaction	 that	 is	 expressive,	

constitutive,	 and	 embodies	 cultural	 assumptions	 about	 social	 relations’	 (Hancock	 and	 Lorr	

2013,	p.	322).	For	a	‘good	deal	of	music’s	affective	powers	come	from	its	co-presence	with	

other	things	-	people,	events,	scenes’	(DeNora	2000,	p.66).		

Back	to	the	Music:	Popular	Music	in	Action	

While	 popular	 music	 has	 always	 been	 viewed	 in	 the	 academy	 as	 a	 socially	 powerful	

phenomenon,	the	question	of	how	music	 influences	social	action	has	been	less	adequately	

engaged.	While	early	attempts	to	gauge	the	relationship	between	the	music	and	culture	of	

the	masses	were	inflected	with	a	thoroughly	pessimistic	Marxist	agenda,	subsequent	studies	

recognised	the	creative	agency	with	which	popular	music	forms	were	being	appropriated	by	

various	 groups	 in	 articulating	 an	 awareness	 of	 precisely	 the	 kind	 of	 sociocultural	 position	

described	 by	 earlier	 scholars.	 The	 shifting	 of	 analytical	 discourse	 in	 this	 way,	 toward	

attempts	 to	decode	 the	various	 subversions	of	 supposedly	 inherent	object-meanings,	bore	

the	mark	 of	 a	 critically	 over-politicised	 theoretical	 agenda.	 As	Green	 notes,	 ‘following	 the	

broad	abandonment	of	a	simplistic	“effects”	model	of	media	influence,	there	remains	a	need	

to	 consider	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 music	 consumption	 might	 actually	 affect	 people	 and	 be	

involved	 in	 changing	 subjectivities’	 (Green	 2016,	 p.334).	While	 this	 chapter	 has	 evaluated	

previous	sociological	research	on	popular	music	by	focusing	predominantly	on	youth	cultural	

settings	 and	 evaluating	 the	 parameters	 of	 definitive	 debates	 in	 that	 field,	 the	

interrelationship	 between	musical	 experiences	 and	 the	 actual	 practices	 of	 individuals	 has	

failed	to	heed	new	perspectives	on	‘the	sociology	of	the	body’	(DeNora	2000,	p.75).	At	the	

crux	 of	 this	 work	 is	 a	 collapsing	 of	 the	 boundaries	 between	 ‘endogenous	 and	 exogenous	

bodily	features’	(ibid.);	music	is	an	aesthetic	material	that	is	capable	of	penetrating	the	body	



	 120	

and	 adding	 its	 weight	 to	 the	 contextual	 potential	 of	 bodies.	 What	 is	 needed	 then	 is	 an	

attempt	to	understand	music	as	a	material	force	in	social	life;	as	‘a	resource	for	modulating	

and	 structuring	 the	 parameters	 of	 aesthetic	 agency	 -	 feeling,	 motivation,	 desire,	

comportment,	 action	 style,	 energy’	 (DeNora	 2000,	 p.53).	 To	 these	 ends,	 this	 chapter	

presents	 an	 argument	 for	 the	 development	 of	 a	 ‘technologies’	 discourse	 that,	 though	

already	 extant	 in	 the	 field	 of	 popular	 music	 studies,	 has	 yet	 to	 be	 fully	 reconciled	 with	

emergent	 perspectives	 on	 the	mutual	 co-constitution	 of	 thoroughly	material	 cultures	 and	

identities.	 The	 important	 questions	 about	 the	 social	 significance	 of	 popular	music	 do	 not	

solely	 concern	 how	 individuals	 construct	 reflexive	 meaning	 from	 their	 engagements	 with	

musical	forms	but	how	they	do	(a)	the	kinds	of	activity	that	musical	forms,	in	context,	enable	

and	 (b)	 the	 experiential	 opportunities	 for	 growth	 and	 development	 that	 the	 places	which	

emerge	 alongside	 such	 activity	 afford.	 If	 the	 real	 power	 of	 music	 lies	 in	 its	 capacity	 to	

organise	people	 then	 the	 social	 impact	of	 this	organisation	 -	 or	assemblage	 -	must	be	 the	

primary	concern	of	any	adequate	sociology	of	music.	More	succinctly,	 ‘In	common	with	all	

instruments	and	technological	devices,	music	needs	to	be	understood	 in	terms	of	 its	 (non-

verbal)	capacities	for	enabling	and	constraining	its	user(s)’	(DeNora	2000,	p.7).	To	this	end,	

the	following	chapter	details	the	methods	and	experiences	through	which	the	sensory	and	

affective	potential	of	hardcore	music	was	explored.	Hardcore	music	constitutes	and	salient	

component	of	the	environments	wherein	hardcore	kids	forge	social	bonds	with	one	another.	

However,	 this	 research	 recognises	 that	music	 is	not	used	but	brought	 into	use	 through	 its	

co-presence	 with	 other	 social,	 physical	 and	 discursive	 materials.	 As	 such,	 music	 is	

investigated	by	way	of	its	affect	on	and	by	the	practices	and	physical	spaces	of	its	audiences.		
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Chapter	Five:	Methodology	

How	can	we	open	up	human	embodiment	to	sociological	research?	Is	it	possible	for	

the	 lens	 of	 sociological	 enquiry	 to	 reach	 beyond	 “representations	 of”	 and	

“discourses	on”	the	body,	beyond	things	done	and	attached	to	the	body,	to	explore	

embodied	agency	and	practice?	(Crossley	2007,	p.80)	

Introduction:	Researching	Music	Cultures	

In	 line	with	recent	methodological	sensibilities	 in	cultural	sociological	studies	of	music,	this	

study	will	employ	a	mixed-method	ethnographic	approach	to	investigating	how	subcultural	

participation	 comes	 to	 structure	 the	 action	 of	 scene	 members.	 Summarising	 this	 new	

orthodoxy,	Bennett	writes:	

From	the	mid-1980s	onwards	many	sociologists	of	youth	and	those	in	related	areas	

of	 study	 began	 to	 reject	 purely	 theoretical	models	 of	 investigation	 and	 turned	 to	

ethnographic	 research	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 situate	 their	 accounts	 of	 the	 relationship	

between	youth	culture	and	popular	music	more	 firmly	 in	 the	social	 settings	where	

this	 relationship	 is	 formed	 and	where	 its	micro-social	manifestations	 could,	 it	was	

argued,	 be	 more	 readily	 observed.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 researchers	 became	 more	

concerned	 to	 engage	 with	 the	 accounts	 of	 young	 people	 themselves	 and	 to	

incorporate	such	accounts	in	to	their	writing.	(2002,	p.455)	

	

Participant-observation	 and	 semi-structured	 one-to-one	 interviews	 have	 been,	 and	 are	 in	

this	study,	the	primary	methods	of	data	collection.	Hannerz	has	noted	how	these	methods	

are	supposed	to	provide	a	‘proximity	and	intimacy	to	the	researched	field	[that]	secures	an	

epistemological	advantage’	(2013,	p.79)	over	distanced,	textual	analyses.	Here,	the	aim	is	to	

generate	an	account	of	the	‘insider	reality’	(Marsh	et	al.	1978,	p.95)	of	the	hardcore	scene	

that	 reflects	 the	subjective	 reasonings	of	 those	who	 live	 ‘inside’	 the	culture.	As	Hodkinson	

has	 pointed	 out,	 the	 ‘interpretivist	 emphasis	 on	 capturing	 social	 life,	 as	 experienced	 and	
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understood	 by	 its	 participants	 requires	 those	 who	 would	 research	 that	 social	 life	 to	 gain	

access	 to	 insider	 feelings,	 motivations	 and	 meanings’	 (Hodkinson	 2005,	 p.140).	 It	 is	 this	

emphasis	on	 the	value	of	grounding	 research	 findings	 in	 the	discourse	of	participants	 that	

has	driven	major	methodological	shifts	 in	studies	on	musico-stylistic	groupings.	This	period	

of	 change,	 characterised	 by	 disparate	methodological	 responses	 to	 CCCS-style	 readings	 of	

youth	 culture,	 is	 often	 called	 the	 ‘ethnographic	 turn’	 (Bennett	 2002).	 As	 Hannerz	 (2013)	

points	out,	enthusiasm	for	the	merits	of	this	kind	of	social	research	has	a	long	history	in	the	

work	 of	 ‘naturalist’	 anthropologists	 who	 sought	 to	 understand	 their	 culturally	 distinctive	

subjects	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 ‘native’	 (see,	 for	 example,	 Malinowski	 1926).	While	

classical	anthropologists	such	as	Malinowski	often	sought	to	immerse	themselves	in	the	field	

so	 as	 to	 engage	 in	 an	 experiential	 learning	 process,	 acquiring	 the	 ‘knowledgeability’	 (see	

Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000)	of	the	endemic	insider,	ethnographic	research	on	music	scenes	has	

tended	to	be	carried	out	by	‘insider-researchers’	(Hodkinson	2005)	seeking	to	exploit	a	pre-

existing	cultural	connection	to	the	field.	Of	course,	and	as	will	be	extrapolated	 later	 in	this	

chapter,	that	the	dual	positionality	of	‘insider’	on	the	one	hand	and	‘researcher’	on	the	other	

might	 present	 its	 own	 epistemological	 challenges	 has	 recently	 become	 a	 topic	 of	 much	

debate,	 not	 least	 in	 Hannerz’s	 and	 Hodkinson’s	 aforementioned	 work.	 Taylor’s	 critical	

evaluation	 of	 the	 ‘intimate’	 process	 of	 doing	 insider	 research,	 for	 example,	 notes	 how	

leveraging	 pre-existing	 social	 networks	 in	 the	 field	 ‘can	 sometimes	 be	 confusing	 and	

unstable	due	to	role	confusion,	conflict,	feelings	of	betrayal,	differences	in	social	worlds,	the	

inevitable	withdrawal	from	the	field	or	interpersonal	dynamics’	(2011,	p.7).	But,	most	of	the	

issues	concern	the	ability	of	the	researcher	to	remain	sufficiently	objective	in	their	analysis	

and	interpretation	of	data.	 In	any	case,	the	pursuit	of	ethnographic	data	along	diverse	and	

complex	 trajectories	 of	 participation	 has	 tended	 toward	 what	 Muggleton	 has	 called	 the	

‘nominalist’	 (2000,	 p.14-19)	 project	 of	 collecting,	 classifying,	 dividing,	 and	 organizing	

empirical	data	in	an	effort	to	map	the	cultural	distinctions	of	populations	and	practice.	Thus,	
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much	 debate	 concerns	 the	 issue	 of	 adequately	 defining	 the	 social	 boundaries	 of	 specific	

cultural	 phenomena	 –	 or	 appropriately	 acknowledging	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	 knowledge	

produced	by	way	of	inevitably	partial	and	often	static	samples	of	‘subcultural’	populations.	

This	project,	then,	differs	in	scope	from	much	research	in	the	field	in	its	emphasis	on	

the	 aesthetic,	 intersubjective	 role	 of	musical	 practice	 in	 the	 construction	 and	 politics	 of	

cultural	identity.	As	explored	in	the	previous	chapter,	this	research	connects	with	the	recent	

push	 towards	 a	 sociology	 in	 which	 music	 itself	 is	 located	 as	 an	 active	 social	 force,	 and	

constitutes	 an	 attempt	 to	 answer	 the	 call	 for	 the	 refinement	 of	 cultural-sociological	

perspectives	on	popular	music	 forms	and	the	social	configurations	of	people	who	produce	

and	consume	them	(De	Nora	2000,	2003,	2004;	Bennett	2008;	Roy	and	Dowd	2010).	The	aim	

here	is	‘to	move	well	beyond	semiotic	readings	of	bodily	meanings’	(DeNora	2000,	p.76)	as	

discursively	 constructed	 in	 iterations	 of	 hardcore	 style	 and	 to	 focus	 instead	 on	 the	

generative	and	regulative	properties	of	hardcore	music	as	an	aesthetic	resource	in	the	lives	

of	 those	 afforded	 opportunity	 to	 participate	 in	 its	 ritual	 consumption.	 Rather	 than	

attempting	 to	define	 the	boundaries	of	 the	 ‘open	 systems’	 (Muggleton	2000,	 p.18)	 of	 the	

social	world,	 the	main	aim	of	 this	 research	 is	 to	understand	how	musical	 technologies	are	

deployed	by	the	powerful	members	of	the	scene,	how	those	technologies	are	brought	into	

use,	and	to	what	biographical	ends.	This	chapter	begins	with	an	extended	discussion	of	the	

kind	of	ethnography	that	 is	not	undertaken	in	this	study.	The	goal	 is	to	set	the	more-than-

empirical	project	of	this	research	against	the	nominalist	orthodoxies	of	previous	studies,	and	

to	locate	this	thesis	between	these	and	the	realist	ethnographic	projects	(Muggleton	2000)	

that	 have	 existed,	 in	 antinomy,	 within	 both	 the	 sociology	 of	 music	 and	 the	 sociology	 of	

youth.	 This	 chapter	will	 also	 explore	 the	 specific	methods	 employed	 in	 the	 research	with	

regards	to	my	own	dual	positionality	as	both	a	curious	academic	and	an	ageing	insider.		



	 124	

What	kind	of	ethnography?	

At	the	beginning	of	the	now-canonical	Inside	Subculture:	The	Postmodern	Meaning	of	Style,	

Muggleton	 remarks	 that	 some	 readers	 might	 regard	 his	 entire	 program	 of	 research	 as	 a	

‘Weberian	 deviation’	 (2000,	 p.9)	 in	 that	 the	 study	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	 based	 on	 ‘Weber’s	

verstehen	methodology’	(ibid.	p.10,	original	emphasis).	That	is,	that	the	analysis	emphasises	

how	the	reflexive	process	by	which	actors	‘interpret	and	evaluate	the	courses	of	action	open	

to	 them’	 is	 constrained	 by	 their	 ‘subjectively	 held	 meanings,	 values	 and	 beliefs’	 (ibid.)	

Verstehen,	 Muggleton	 explains,	 translates	 in	 English	 as	 ‘human	 understanding’	 and	

emphasises	 sociological	 analysis	 at	 the	 phenomenological	 level.	 Unlike	 the	 semiotic	

codifications	of	 subculture	 that	proliferated	 in	 the	Birmingham	school,	 a	 study	 centred	on	

verstehen	 is	 primarily	 concerned	 with	 an	 interpretation	 of	 reality	 ‘at	 the	 level	 of	 the	

individual	 consciousness	 of	 participants’	 (ibid.	 p.11).	 It	was	 the	 absence	of	 analysis	 at	 this	

level	 -	 that	 is,	 a	 failure	 to	 adequately	 consider	 the	 ‘subjective’,	 the	 ‘biographical’,	 or	 the	

‘phenomenological’	 narratives	 of	 participation	 -	 that	 proved	 to	 be	 a	 critical	 flaw	 of	 that	

earlier	 work,	Muggleton	 goes	 on	 to	 argue.	 Certainly,	 as	 detailed	 in	 Chapter	 Three	 of	 this	

thesis,	 this	 was	 ‘the	 consequence	 of	 an	 a	 priori	 theoretical	 framework	 (i.e.	 based	 on	

principles	 determined	 in	 advance)	 that…	 resulted	 in	 a	 structural	 overdetermination	 of	

subjective	meanings’	 (Muggleton	2000,	p.12,	original	emphasis)	and	a	 failure	 to	accurately	

represent	 the	 heterogeneity	 of	 subcultural	 groups	 or	 the	 full	 symbolic	 scope	 of	 cultural	

appropriation	 that	 was	 taking	 place	 across	 them.	 Hodkinson,	 commenting	 later	 on	 the	

methodological	criticisms	which	 led	to	an	emphasis	on	ethnographic/Weberian	research	 in	

the	 field,	 notes:	 these	 original	 interpretations	 ‘are	 argued	 specifically	 to	 have	 lacked	

resonance	with	or	 concern	 for	 the	 “insider	 views”	of	most	participants	of	 such	 groupings’	

(2005,	 p.140).	 In	 short,	 Muggleton’s	 interpretation	 of	 Weber’s	 methodology	 is	 three-

pronged.	He	writes:	
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…if	we	are	to	provide	a	sociological	account	that	has	the	virtue	of	being	grounded	in	

the	 subjective	 reality	 of	 those	 under	 study,	 we	 must:	 (1)	 privilege	 the	 subjective	

meanings	 of	 subculturalists	 rather	 than	 deriving	 these	 from	 a	 pre-given	 totalizing	

theory;	(2)	take	a	“nominalist”	rather	than	a	“realist”	position	on	social	reality	-	for	

example,	 proceed	 on	 the	 phenomenal	 level	 rather	 than	 viewing	 this	 as	 an	

expression	 of	 an	 underlying	 structure;	 and	 (3)	 recognize	 the	 independent	

explanatory	role	of	cultural	values	rather	than	theorizing	these	as	necessarily	related	

to	economic	and	social	factors.	(Muggleton	2000,	p.9-10,	emphasis	added)	

The	 first	 and	 final	 points	 above	 connect	 soundly	 to	 the	 criticisms	 of	 an	 overtly	 politicised	

conflict	 perspective,	 imposed	by	 the	 theoretical	 project	 of	 the	 researchers	 and	 generative	

not	only	of	particular	kinds	of	data	but	of	particular	interpretations	of	that	data;	the	second,	

on	the	other	hand,	 is	problematic.	To	be	sure,	 the	specific	 focus	of	Muggleton’s	critique	 is	

the	distinctive	interpretative	residue	of	Althusserian	and	Gramscian	Marxism	that	litters	the	

pages	of	even	Willis’s	celebrated	study	of	bikers	and	hippies	 (1978)	and	 lies	at	 the	root	of	

the	 ‘infamous’	 (Muggleton	 2000,	 p.21)	 distinction	 between	 the	 authentic	 and	 inauthentic	

members	 of	 ‘subcultural’	 groups.	 The	 first	 criticism,	 in	methodological	 terms,	 is	 a	 serious	

one	and	amounts	to	no	less	than	an	accusation	that	the	researchers	curated	their	samples	

with	 the	ultimate	goal	of	 reinforcing	 their	own	theoretical	hypotheses.	Regarding	 the	 final	

point	 concerning	 ‘authentic’,	 working-class	 membership,	 I	 reiterate	 Muggleton’s	 position	

(after	Clarke	1982)	in	asking	‘for	whom	are	these	[class]	distinctions	significant?’	(Muggleton	

2000,	p.21).	 In	contrast,	 though,	Muggleton’s	 second	point,	which	emphasises	 ‘nominalist’	

ethnographic	research	-	or	research	based	on	the	premise	that	the	phenomenological	level	

of	 experience	 is	 all	 that	 can	 be	 ascertained	 about	 reality	 –	 explicitly	 constructs	 post-

subcultural	academic	practice	in	opposition	to	the	Birmingham	School.	His	point	is	therefore	

a	political	one	and	conflates	a	definition	of	‘realist’	ethnography	with	the	specific	theoretical	

dispositions	 prevalent	 among	 CCCS	 authors.	 Muggleton’s	 brushstrokes	 here	 are	 far	 too	
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broad	 and,	 in	 the	 end,	 the	 whole	 critical	 project	 of	 identifying	 the	 ‘real,	 underlying	 (but	

observable)	mechanisms…	[that]	add	to	our	knowledge	of	reality’	(Muggleton	2000,	p.18)	is	

the	baby	 thrown	out	with	 the	Marxist	bathwater.	One	effect	of	 the	Weberian	distaste	 for	

generating	what	Muggleton	 calls	 ‘realist	 concepts’	 (ibid.)	 is	 that	 the	measure	 of	 value	 for	

further	research	in	the	field	is	shifted	exclusively	to	the	concerns	regarding	the	breadth	and	

depth	of	the	ethnographic	data	produced	and	how	it	is	organised	into	empirical	categories.		

The	 degree	 to	 which	 Muggleton’s	 own	 research	 amounts	 to	 a	 convincing	

ethnographic	study	is	certainly	debatable.	There	is	very	little	attempt	in	Inside	Subculture	to	

track	 the	 sartorial	 choices	 made	 by	 his	 participants	 outside	 the	 interview	 context	 or	 to	

substantiate	 the	 claims	made	 by	 his	 respondents	 through	 direct	 observation.	 Yet,	 it	 does	

demonstrate	how	methodological	choices	have	been	made	in	light	of	wider	theoretical	and	

political	viewpoints,	not	least	in	subcultural	studies.	Further	complicating	matters	is	the	fact	

that	 the	Weber-influenced	 ethnographic	 imperative	 in	 youth	 culture	 studies	 can	 be	 read,	

not	 only	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 empirical	 shortcomings	 of	 the	 Birmingham	 School,	 but	 as	

symptomatic	of	a	much	more	broadly	acknowledged	need	to	pay	attention	to	the	subjective	

self-concepts	 of	 individuals	 at	 a	 time	 where	 biographical	 trajectories	 were	 thought	 to	 be	

more	accurately	configured	as	 ‘reflexive	project[s]	of	the	self’	 (Giddens	1991	 in	Henderson	

et	 al	 2007,	 p.20).	 Subsequently,	 there	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 a	 tacit	 agreement	 among	

researchers	 that	 ‘one	of	 the	most	 important	 tools	we	have	 for	 the	creation	of	 identities	 is	

the	 telling	 of	 narratives	 of	 the	 self’	 (Henderson	 et	 al	 2007,	 p.20).	 This	 is	 a	 poststructural	

position	 that	 implies	 a	 profound	 epistemological	 shift.	 The	 argument	 that	 late-modern	

actors	 have	 been	 cut	 off	 from	 the	 security	 of	 ascribed	 identities	 and	 must	 reflexively	

construct	 their	 own	 versions	 of	 self	 succeeds	 in	 removing	 the	 need	 to	 theorise	 ‘the	

structures	and	mechanisms	of	 [an]	underlying	 level’	of	 reality	 (Muggleton	2000,	p.18),	 the	

whole	position	premised	upon	the	disintegration	of	those	structures	in	the	first	place.	
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The	central	role	played	by	the	notion	of	‘lifestyles’	in	post-subcultural	work	is	a	good	

indicator	of	 this	 shift	 in	 thinking,	and	cuts	evenly	across	much	work	on	distinctive	cultural	

groupings	 since	 the	 1980s.	 This	 includes	 formative	 works,	 in	 terms	 of	 post-Birmingham	

writing	on	rave	and	club	culture	(Redhead	1993,	1997;	Thornton	1995),	as	well	as	the	post-

Maffesolian	 focus	 on	 ‘neo-tribes’,	 scenes,	 and	 affective	 forms	 of	 sociality	 (Hetherington	

1992;	Shields	1992;	Bennett	1999)	–	all	discussed	at	length	in	Chapter	Three.	It	also	extends	

to	North	American	sociological	work	that,	as	Williams	(2011,	p.36)	has	argued,	has	tended	to	

progress	 outside	 of	 the	 largely	 Anglo-Australian	 post-subculture	 conversation	 (Haenfler	

2006;	 Williams	 2011;	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 2013).	 In	 contrast	 to	 the	 latter’s	 focus	 on	 the	

discursively-constructed	and	essentially	 interactional	nature	of	self-concepts	and	identities,	

postsubcultural	perspectives	have	tended	to	reduce	‘identity’	to	the	acquisition	of	a	kind	of	

literacy	 in	 the	 various	 stylistic	 assemblages	 that	 are	 supposed	 to	 both	 constitute	

membership	 and	 define	 the	 boundaries	 of	 specific	 cultural	 groupings.	 Here,	 discursively	

codified	 styles	 of	 life	 are	 supposed	 to	 precede	 highly	 individualistic	 acts	 of	 appropriation.	

Knowledge	 and	 taste	 are	 achieved	 through	 consumption	 of	 media	 rather	 than	 socially	

ascribed	 or	 inherited,	 access	 to	 the	 rules	 of	 style	 viewed	 as	 relatively	 unrestricted	 by	

traditional	 social	 identities.	 Such	 a	 project	 implies	 more	 than	 a	 departure	 from	 the	

‘overdetermined’	 empirical	 projects	 of	 structural	 Marxists	 only.	 It	 confers	 unto	 all	 such	

identity	 work,	 a	 degree	 of	 intentionality	 that,	 at	 least	 in	 theory,	 makes	 the	 rational	

motivations	 for	 practice	 reflexively	 available	 to	 actors.	 There	 is	 no	 underlying	 level	 here;	

cultural	 practices	 are	 reduced	 to	 mechanical	 movements	 that	 leave	 no	 room	 for	

improvisation.	

This	emphasis	on	intentionality	does	not	merely	add	the	subjective	explanations	of	

participants,	 it	 effectively	 replaces	 all	 considerations	 of	 both	 the	 structural	 and	 historical	

circumstances	within	which	such	activity	takes	place	with	a	model	of	totally	rational	action.	

As	Muggleton	emphatically	states,	‘if	we	want	to	discover	the	‘‘real	point’’	of	being	a	mod	or	
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punk	 or	 whatever,	 then	 we	 must	 ask	 the	 individuals	 concerned	 to	 provide	 their	 [own]	

subjective	motives	and	reasonings’	 (2000,	p.20,	emphasis	added).	Emergent	 in	 this	kind	of	

discourse	 is	 the	 clear	 and	mutually	 exclusive	 distinction	 between	objective	 and	 subjective	

accounts	 of	 social	 phenomena.	 The	 former	 are	 concerned	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	 social	

structure	 and	 the	 collective	 responses	 of	 groups	 who	 share	 structural	 characteristics	 to	

cultural	stimuli,	the	latter	with	an	emphasis	on	the	agency	of	individuals	to	appropriate	and	

deploy	 tailored	 constellations	 of	 cultural	 resources.	 We	 have	 already	 explored,	 in	 the	

previous	chapter,	the	polarising	consequences	of	this	bifurcation	of	academic	labour.	Yet,	it	

remains	the	salient	distinction	within	the	field	of	youth	cultural	studies;	the	self	as	a	socially	

disciplined	vehicle	for	action	-	what	Evers,	quoting	Witz,	calls	a	‘screen	for	the	social’	(2006,	

p.233)	-	versus	the	self	as	the	abstract	and	disembodied	‘locus	of	agency	and	intentionality’	

that	is	supposed	by	modernist	conceptualisations	of	‘knowledge’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000).	

It	is	useful	to	clarify	this	point,	for	it	is	not	far	removed	from	the	kind	of	dualistic	discourse	

that	has	unhelpfully	dichotomised	debates	in	the	field	for	some	time.	The	point	here	is	not	

to	 suggest	 that	 subcultural	 and	post-subcultural	writers	are	mutually	unable	 to	appreciate	

the	 basic	 sociological	 premise	 that	 action	 emerges	 out	 of	 the	 tension	 between	 social	

structure	and	 individual	agency.	Proponents	of	 the	subcultures	 framework	would	no	more	

argue	 for	 a	model	 of	mechanical	 action	 than	 its	 critics	 would	 declare	 the	 end	 of	 gender,	

sexuality,	 ethnicity,	 or	 even	 class.	 Yet,	 the	methodological	 choices	 on	 both	 sides	 lack	 the	

nuance	 that	 such	 caveats	 would	 have	 to	 entail.	 The	 result	 has	 been	 a	 polarisation	 of	

empirical	 research	 into	 two	 quite	 distinct	 canons;	 dense	 theoretical	 works	 that	 claim	 to	

explain	the	foundational	 (or	 ideological)	premise	of	 inherently	multifaceted	and	diachronic	

phenomena,	on	the	one	hand,	and	attempts	to	classify	and	organise	the	empirical	diversity	

of	participation	in	them	on	the	other.	The	former	tends	to	lack	coherence	with	the	empirical	

realities	of	participation;	the	latter	leaves	little	room	to	connect	the	ritual	practice	of	groups	

to	broader	socio-cultural	trends	beyond	those	that	comprise	the	testimony	of	respondents.	
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While	 it	 is	true	that	a	verstehen	methodology	elucidates	aspects	of	the	subcultural	

experience	 that	 were	 absent	 in	 earlier	 research,	 the	 suggestion	 that	 research	 entails	 a	

‘value-laden’	 process	 of	 abstracting	 ‘ideal-types’	 in	 the	 study	 of	 cultural	 phenomena	 has	

been	 continually	 called	 into	 question	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 it	 privileges	 certain	 modes	 or	

experiences	of	participation	over	others.	The	problem,	as	will	be	more	fully	explored	later	in	

this	chapter,	has	been	exacerbated	by	the	increasing	popularity	-	or,	at	least,	frequency’	of	

‘insider	 research’	 (Hodkinson	 2005)	 in	 the	 field.	 Of	 particular	 salience	 here	 are	 countless	

examples	 of	 populations	 being	 excluded	 from	 research	 (and,	 therefore,	 the	 subcultural	

narrative)	 through	 the	 failures	 of	 ethnographers	 to	 draw	 adequately	 inclusive	 boundaries	

around	their	samples	in	favour	of	focusing	on	the	specific	‘idiocultural’	groupings	with	which	

they	personally	share	a	sense	of	belonging	(see	Hannerz	2013).	The	verstehen	methodology	

is	particularly	vulnerable	to	such	shortcomings.	As	Pearson	noted	long	ago:	

The	subculture	concept	involves	abstract	construction.	A	subculture	is	a	typology	in	

the	 sense	 that	 it	 involves	 selection	 and	 abstraction	 of	 cultural	 aspects	 of	 socio-

cultural	systems.	Only	some	of	a	great	range	of	cultural	features	are	selected,	such	

selection	normally	being	made	according	 to	what	 the	 researcher	 sees	as	 the	main	

distinguishing	 features	 of	 the	 subculture.	 Insofar	 as	 the	 selected	 and	 frequently	

accentuated	(abstract)	features	are	woven	into	a	patterned	construct,	“subculture”	

may	be	 regarded	as	 an	 “ideal	 type”…	The	 criteria	 enabling	 such	a	boundary	 to	be	

drawn	around	what	is	and	what	is	not	subculture,	are	of	a	more	abstract	conceptual	

order	than	those	usually	used	in	the	selection	of	sample	populations.	(Pearson	1979,	

p.15)	

Thus,	 one	 predominant	 methodological	 focus	 of	 subsequent	 work	 has	 been	 on	 inclusive	

research	 practices	 and	 a	 tacit,	 collective	 focus	 on	more	 fully	 ‘mapping’	 the	 heterogeneity	

that	 inevitably	 characterises	 the	 subjective	 meaning-making	 practices,	 which	 take	 place	

within	 subcultural	 groupings	 (see	 Hannerz	 2013).	 In	 line	 with	 our	 earlier	 discussion,	 this	
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project	 contrasts	 strongly	 and	 purposefully	 with	 Marxist	 efforts	 to	 impose	 a	 focus	 on	

homogeneous	class	groupings,	 intentionally	moving	away	from	class	 (or	any	one	structural	

category)	 as	 the	main	 interpretative	 lens.	 Yet,	 the	 difference	 in	 approach	 is	 really	 one	 of	

degree,	rather	than	substance.	In	Hannerz’s	recent	work	on	punk	in	Sweden	and	Indonesia,	

for	 example,	 the	 aim	 is	 to	 include	 the	 ‘definitions	 and	 authentications’	 (2013,	 p.87)	 of	 as	

many	 punks	 as	 possible	 and	 thus	 to	 more	 fully	 understand	 ‘the	 plurality	 of	 subcultural	

patterns	 and	 performances’	 (ibid.),	 revealing	 a	 truly	 accurate	 representation	 of	 the	

heterogeneity	of	punk.	In	other	words,	the	goal	is	to	produce	a	comprehensive	taxonomy	of	

classifications	 that	operate	within	punk	at	 a	 translocal	 level	 –	 i.e.	 Swedish	and	 Indonesian	

cities.	Hannerz’s	empirical	project	 is	an	admirable	one	and	 is	duly	supported	by	a	rigorous	

program	 of	 ethnographic	 research	 that	 has	 seldom	 characterised	 similar	 studies	 of	

contemporary	 musico-stylistic	 groupings.	 Yet,	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 research	 reveals	

anything	 that	might	be	 relevant	beyond	 the	empirical	 limits	of	 the	study	 is	debatable.	We	

are	told	that	the	punk	subculture	 is	a	diverse	and	heterogeneous	machine,	comprised	of	a	

plethora	 of	 groups	 and	 individuals	who	 each	 define	 themselves	 and	 their	 relationships	 to	

others	in	various	ways,	but	there	is	little	sense	that	there	are	processes	here	that	might	be	

relevant	 beyond	 punk,	 as	 it	 was	 lived	 out	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 people	 in	 specific	 places	 and	 at	

specific	 times.	 There	are	patterns	of	participation	generated	out	of	 the	enviable	empirical	

data	compiled	by	Hannerz,	but	there	are	no	concepts	that	explain	anything	about	how	those	

patterns	 connect	 with	 broader	 social	 process	 and	 trajectories	 that	 might	 continue	 to	 be	

relevant	in	figuring	the	visual	or	aesthetic	practices	of	punk	in	the	future.	

In	contrast,	 this	 thesis	 is	necessarily	concerned	with	a	partial	view	of	 the	hardcore	

scene,	and	with	a	view	to	generating	realist	concepts	that	shed	light	on	the	musical	lives	of	

scene	members.	The	aim	is	not	to	map	the	various	groupings	that	exist	within	it	or	to	reveal,	

through	what	is	above	all	an	all-inclusive	program	of	nominalist	research,	the	various	ways	

in	which	idiocultural	groupings	construct	their	collective	identities	out	of	social	experiences	
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in	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 Rather,	 the	 goal	 is	 to	 explore	 the	 role	 that	 the	 activity	 of	 doing	

hardcore	 music	 plays	 in	 the	 production	 of	 both	 selves	 and	 collective	 identities	 for	 the	

research	sample.	Such	a	project	will	no	doubt	draw	criticism	from	commentators	who	have	

questioned	 the	 assumption	 that	 popular	 music	 remains	 the	 primary	 cultural	 resource	

around	 which	 this	 occurs	 (i.e.	 Williams	 2006),	 since	 it	 excludes	 from	 analysis	 those	

participants	who	do	 their	 identities	primarily	 in	 virtual	 spaces	or	whose	 formative	 identity	

work	 is	 otherwise	 done	 outside	 of	 specifically	 musical	 experience.	 The	 question	 of	 how	

other	kinds	of	hardcore	technologies	may	be	ascribed	equal	or	possibly	deeper	significance	

by	other	participants	 is	a	relevant	one	and,	while	this	research	will	give	direction	to	future	

research	along	these	lines,	it	will	not	be	addressed	here	in	any	length.	Further,	in	focusing	on	

the	musical	 spaces	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 this	 research	 is	 concerned	with	 identifying	 the	

role	that	making	hardcore	music,	as	one	example	of	the	myriad	cultural	resources	available	

within	 the	 scene,	plays	 in	processes	of	 identity	 formation	and	maintenance	 for	 those	who	

bring	 it	 into	 use.	 Making	 the	 hardcore	 musical	 experience	 is	 constructed	 as	 a	 central	

technology	 of	 hardcore	 in	 the	 discourse	 of	 the	mostly	white,	 heterosexual	 cismen	whose	

privilege	affords	 them	positions	of	power	within	 the	hardcore	scene.	There	are,	of	course,	

many	other	stories	to	tell.	However,	many	important	voices	remain	absent	here.	

The	Insider/Researcher	

As	a	long	term	participant	of	the	scene,	this	research	represents	an	academic	labour	rooted	

in	a	deeply	personal	connection	to	its	subjects.	Thus,	I	am	an	‘insider	researcher’	(Hodkinson	

2005)	and	an	‘intimate	researcher’	(Taylor	2011).	Beginning	the	research	from	this	position,	

rather	 than	 cultivating	 knowledge	and	 status	exclusively	 through	 research	practices	 in	 the	

field,	 has	 become	 increasingly	 common	 in	 many	 areas	 of	 social	 research.	 As	 Hodkinson	

notes,	 instances	 of	 researchers	 ‘conducting	 ethnography	 from	 an	 initial	 position	 of	

subjective	 proximity	 with	 relation	 to	 [their]	 respondents	 has,	 in	 recent	 times,	 become	

relatively	commonplace	within	some	areas	of	social	research...	[but	it	has	been]	particularly	
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prevalent	 in	 the	 study	 of	 youth	 cultures’	 (2005,	 p.131).	 The	 prevalence	 of	 insider	 studies	

implies	 that	 the	 advantages	 gained	by	 leveraging	 pre-existing	 social	 networks	 and	 specific	

forms	 of	 capital	 to	 gain	 initial	 access	 to	 research	 settings,	 maintain	 co-operation	 among	

respondents	and	to	make	sense	of	ethnographic	data	are	increasingly	viewed	as	acceptable	

restitution	 for	 the	 forfeiture	 of	 the	 objectivity	 and	 detachment	 of	 the	 neutral	 observer.	

These	advantages	have	elsewhere	been	countenanced	in	terms	of	both	‘the	practicalities	of	

the	research	process	and…	in	respect	of	the	effects	insider	experience	might	have	upon	the	

quality	of	ethnographic	interpretation	and	understanding’	(Hodkinson	2005,	p.132).		

While	 once	 the	 prospect	 of	 approaching	 research	 with	 ‘native	 or	 near-native	

knowledge	 of	 the	 subject	 matter…	 was	 deemed	 unethical’	 (Bennett	 2002,	 p.460),	 recent	

critical	 discussion	 has	 tended	 to	 view	 the	 practice	 as	 a	 legitimate	 way	 of	 producing	

knowledge,	with	 the	 caveat	 that	 there	 be	 adequate	 transparency	 regarding	 the	 impact	 of	

that	knowledge	upon	the	whole	research	process,	as	well	as	sufficient	reflection	concerning	

the	limitations	of	empirical	findings.	As	Bennett,	 in	an	early	discussion	of	the	trend	toward	

insider	research	in	the	sociology	of	music,	neatly	summarised,	‘there	may	be	much	to	learn	

about	the	social	significance	of	contemporary	youth	cultures	and	musics	using	an	approach	

which	 combines	 critical	 reflexivity	 with	 an	 intimate	 knowledge	 of	 fan	 discourse’	 (2002,	

p.462).	 Taylor’s	 (2011)	 impressive	 summary	 of	 critical	 concerns	 in	 insider	 research	 is	

arguably	one	of	the	most	comprehensive	arguments	for	its	potential	value	within	subcultural	

settings.	 Taking	 inspiration	 from	 feminist	 ethnographic	 debates,	 Taylor’s	 emphasis	 is	 on	

evaluation	 of	 the	 ‘usefulness	 and	 some	 of	 the	 dilemmas	 of	 establishing	 close	 and	

empathetic	 relationships	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 observed,	 advocating	 personal	

investment	 in	the	research	process	and	a	degree	of	emotional	attachment	to	the	field	and	

informants’	(2011,	p.4).		
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Though	Taylor’s	main	research	focus	is	to	capture	the	role	of	punk	music	and	visual	

style	 as	 a	 resource	 for	 the	 construction	 and	 maintenance	 of	 queer	 gender	 and	 sexual	

identities,	 the	 work	 is	 explicitly	 aligned	 with	 trends	 in	 ‘youth	 and	 subcultural	 research’	

(2011,	 p.5).	 As	 Taylor	 suggests,	 some	 of	 the	 advantages	 of	 ‘exploiting’	 researcher	

background,	‘street	credentials’	and	‘subcultural	capital’	include:	

…deeper	levels	of	understanding	afforded	by	prior	knowledge;	knowing	the	lingo	or	

native	speak	of	the	field	participants	and	thus	being	“empirically	literate”	(Roseneil,	

1993);	closer	and	more	regular	contact	with	 the	 field;	more	detailed	consideration	

of	the	social	actors	at	the	centre	of	the	cultural	phenomenon	making	access	to,	and	

selection	of,	research	participants	easier	and	better	informed;	quicker	establishment	

of	 rapport	 and	 trust	 between	 researcher	 and	 participants;	 and	 more	 open	 and	

readily	accessible	lines	of	communication	between	researchers	and	informants	due	

to	the	researcher’s	continuing	contact	with	the	field.	(ibid.	p.6)	

While	 Taylor	 alludes	 to	 Roseneil’s	 comments	 concerning	 the	 ‘empirical	 literacy’	 of	 the	

knowledgeable	insider,	Hodkinson	reflected	on	the	ways	in	which	his	‘cultural	competence’	

assisted	 in	 spending	 time	 in	 subcultural	places	and	communicating	effectively	with	others’	

(2005,	 p.138).	 Hodkinson’s	 observations	 entail	 a	 Bourdieuian	 emphasis	 on	 the	 embodied	

nature	 of	 cultural	 competence,	 a	 link	 that	 has	 previously	 been	 made	 more	 explicitly	 by	

Thornton	(1995).	Yet	the	role	that	embodied	knowledges	play	in	opening	or	closing	access	to	

research	 settings	 has	 long	 been	 a	 fixture	 of	 methodological	 reflection	 in	 cultural	 studies.	

Armstrong’s	 (1993)	 research	 on	 football	 hooligans,	 for	 example,	 saw	 him	 benefit	 from	 a	

working	class	background	(as	evidenced	in	interpersonal	disposition)	and	experience	on	the	

terraces.	 Hodkinson	 himself	 notes	 how	 ‘trying	 too	 hard’	 to	 operate	 according	 to	 the	

‘distinctive	norms,	values	and	systems	of	status’	in	the	goth	scene	effectively	slams	the	door	

shut	 on	 access	 to	 it	 (2005,	 p.137).	 Additionally,	 in	 stressing	 the	 usefulness	 of	 culturally	
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specific	communication	skills,	we	can	begin	to	‘illustrate	how	an	intimate	knowledge	of	fan	

discourse,	 rather	 than	 serving	 as	 a	 distraction	 from	 the	 purpose	 of	 youth	 and	 music	

research,	may	in	fact	be	utilised	as	a	means	of	understanding	the	collective	aesthetic	values	

attached	by	audiences	to	particular	styles	of	music’	(Bennett	2002,	p.463).	 In	the	following	

decade,	 empirical	 research	 in	 subcultural	 settings,	 particularly	 music	 scenes,	 has	 moved	

almost	exclusively	under	the	purview	of	insider	researchers	who	have	continued	to	explore	

the	various	levels	at	which	pre-existing	knowledge	is	beneficial	to	their	analyses.	

While	the	advantages	of	this	kind	of	social	research	are	many,	others	have	cautioned	

against	 an	 uncritical	 celebration	 of	 it	 as	 a	 superior	 form	 of	 knowledge	 production.	 The	

primary	 concern	 of	 classical	 anthropologists,	 who	 worried	 about	 the	 danger	 of	 ‘going	

native’,	 remains	 a	 topic	 of	 discussion.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 proximity	 and	 intimate	 social	

connections	 of	 the	 researcher	 to	 objects	 of	 interpretation	 after	 a	 sustained	 period	 of	

perceptual	 and	 therefore	 transformative	 engagement	 with	 the	 field	 was	 viewed	 as	 an	

obstacle	 to	 suitably	 objective	 data	 analysis.	 Despite	 the	 relative	 omnipresence	 of	 insider	

research,	particularly	at	 the	postgraduate	 level	 (see	Bennett	2002,	p.461),	 the	question	of	

maintaining	 the	 ‘social	 scientific	 rigour	 of	 bona	 fide	 ethnographic	 sociological	 work’	 (ibid.	

p.460)	has	given	rise	to	similar	critiques	concerning	various	stages	of	the	scientific	process.	

Specifically,	there	are	two	issues	that	continually	arise	from	discussion	around	the	use	of	this	

paradigm.	First,	there	are	questions	concerning	the	ability	of	the	researcher	to	maintain	an	

appropriate	 degree	 of	 analytical	 objectivity	 in	 the	 presentation	 of	 research	 results.	 As	

Williams	muses:	

To	what	extent	does	any	particular	piece	of	 subcultural	or	 fan	 cultural	 scholarship	

paint	a	picture	of	participants	as	DIY,	anti-consumerist	heroes,	and	to	what	extent	is	

that	a	good	or	bad	thing?	In	what	ways	does	a	positive	perspective	on	participation	

limit	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	subcultural	life?	(2011,	p.182)	
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These	 issues	 are	 further	 exacerbated	 by	 larger	 epistemological	 debates	 concerning	 the	

‘privileging	 of	 knowledge	 that	 is	 constructed	 within	 dichotomised	 rubrics	 such	 as	

insider/outsider’	(Taylor	2011,	p.6;	see	also	Song	and	Parker	1995),	which	are	anything	but	

new.	 As	 Hodkinson	 notes,	 Robert	 Merton’s	 early	 endorsement	 of	 ‘The	 Insider	 doctrine’	

(1972,	 p.15)	 came	 with	 the	 caveat	 that	 ‘the	 idea	 of	 researchers	 as	 absolute	 insiders	 or	

outsiders	was	based	on	 “deceptively	 simple”	notions	of	 identity	 and	 status’	 (in	Hodkinson	

2005,	p.132).	While	much	of	this	debate	stems	from	the	critical	reflection	of	researchers	for	

whom	issues	of	race	and	ethnicity	complicated	access	to	and	practice	within	primarily	non-

musical	fields	(see	Merton	1972;	Oakley	1981;	Song	and	Parker	1995),	it	is	not	difficult	to	see	

how	the	same	‘deconstructive	logics	of	postmodernism	and	poststructuralism’	(Taylor	2011,	

p.6)	 might	 apply	 to	 the	 sociology	 of	 music.	 As	 Hannerz	 has	 astutely	 pointed	 out,	 ‘the	

postmodern	 critique	 against	 the	 reification	 of	 the	 boundary	 between	 the	 inside	 and	 the	

outside	coincides	with	a	methodological	shift	in	terms	of	the	status	of	the	researcher	and	his	

or	her	proximity	to	the	research	field,	stressing	the	participating	insider’	(2013,	p.49-50)	and	

defining	the	subcultural	as	‘single	in	terms	of	both	sampling	and	analysis	of	data’	(ibid.).		

The	 second	 problem	 with	 the	 notion	 of	 insider	 research,	 then,	 concerns	 the	

epistemological	consequences	of	establishing	a	researcher’s	pre-existing	identity	as	the	basis	

for	identifying	members	of	a	group.	While	potential	research	participants	may	share	a	claim	

to	 insider	 status	 with	 a	 researcher	 seeking	 to	 gain	 access	 to	 the	 field,	 the	 roles	 each	

associate	with	fandom	or	membership	may	differ	to	such	a	degree	that	neither	identifies	the	

other	 as	 such.	 Moreover,	 as	 was	 identified	 in	 the	 pilot	 study	 to	 this	 research,	 the	

insider/outsider	 distinction	 is	 rarely	 one	 which	 is	 dichotomised	 in	 the	 discourse	 of	

participants	 (see	Driver	2011).	Rather	than	discrete	categories	 that	place	 individuals	either	

inside	or	outside	of	culture,	scene	members	are	judged	according	to	their	perceived	degree	

of	competence	in	the	field	and	occupy	positions	of	power	relative	to	others	with	whom	they	

share	 interaction.	 While	 some	 scene	 members	 may	 perceive	 me	 as	 competent	 and	
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knowledgeable,	 others	 may	 not	 share	 such	 perceptions.	 In	 this	 sense,	 while	 there	 were	

‘extensive	 and	 consistent	 overall	 levels	 of	 familiarity’	 (Hodkinson	 2005,	 p.134)	 between	

myself	 and	most	 of	 the	 research	 participants	 in	 this	 study,	 the	 degree	 to	 which	my	 own	

‘subcultural	 capital’	 (Thornton	 1995)	 was	 beneficial	 in	 the	 research	 process	 ebbed	 and	

flowed	according	 to	 each	 individual	 and	 in	 the	 various	 settings	 in	which	 the	 research	was	

carried	 out.	While	 specific	 observations	 regarding	 the	 power	 relationships	 with	 individual	

respondents	are	offered	in	the	contextualisation	of	data	presented	throughout	this	thesis,	it	

is	necessary	to	provide	the	details	upon	which	claiming	insider-researcher	status.	As	Bennett	

writes,	 it	 is	 critical	 to	 evaluate	 how	 ‘familiarity	 with	 local	 surroundings	 has	 substantially	

assisted	 researchers	 both	 in	 their	 quest	 to	 gain	 access	 to	 particular	 social	 groups	 and	

settings	and	in	knowing	which	roles	to	play	once	access	has	been	achieved’	(2002,	p.460).	

In	 his	 research	 on	 goth,	 Hodkinson	 noted	 how,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 ways	 that	 his	

‘carefully	 cultivated	 subcultural	 appearance	 was	 critical	 to	 communicating	 [his]	 insider	

status’	 (2005,	 p.138),	 he	 was	 also	 able	 to	 convey	 an	 established	 cultural	 competence	

through	 the	 operationalisation	 of	 various	 tastes	 and	 dispositions	 (ibid.).	 In	 many	 ways,	

Hodkinson’s	observations	follow	those	of	Thornton,	who	noted	how	subcultural	capital	was	

both	 objectified	 and	 embodied	 by	 participants	 of	 the	Manchester	 clubbing	 scene	 (1995).	

Like	Hodkinson	 (2002),	Malbon	 (1999)	and	others	 (Muggleton	2000,	p.90),	Thornton	notes	

how	 insider	 status	 is	 conjured	 through	 establishing	 a	 connection	 between	 external	

appearance	and	the	‘skilled	practice’	(Driver	2011)	of	certain	rituals	such	as	specific	styles	of	

dance.	My	appearance	was	certainly	helpful	 in	gaining	and	maintaining	access	to	the	field.	

My	 heavily	 tattooed	 body,	 extensive	 collection	 of	 band	 shirts,	 and	 preference	 for	 simple,	

dark	clothing	and	sporting	apparel	marked	me	off	as	someone	who	not	only	shared	tastes	in	

fashion	 with	many	 scene	members	 but	 had	 in	 fact	 cultivated	my	 style	 over	 an	 extended	

period	of	time.	At	the	same	time,	though	my	relatively	heavy	frame	allowed	me	to	occupy	

proximal	physical	positions	to	‘the	action’	at	musical	performances	of	hardcore,	I	have	never	
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been	athletically	able	to	perform	the	‘exhibitionist’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.20)	moves	of	hardcore	

dancing	with	any	 degree	 of	 skill.	 Yet,	 Hodkinson	 has	 extended	 the	 definition	 of	 corporeal	

skill,	 noting	 how	embodied	 competence	 extends	 to	 ‘an	 ability	 to	 interact	with	 others	 in	 a	

relaxed,	confident	manner,	rather	than	being	preoccupied	with	attempting	to	perform	in	an	

unfamiliar	 way’	 (2005,	 p.138).	 Further	 to	 this,	 experiences	 in	 the	 scene,	 coupled	 with	 a	

reasonably	(and	possibly	classed	-	see	Weinstein	2000)	mesomorphic	body	shape,	facilitated	

a	degree	of	competence	in	negotiating	the	physically	 intense	and	often	outright	aggressive	

spaces	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	Moreover	 (and	 similar	 to	 the	 ethnographic	 experiences	 of	

Hancock	 and	 Lorr),	 since	 I	 was	 ‘immersed	 in	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 connections	 and	

associations	 were	 both	 explicitly	 and	 implicitly	 in	 place	 prior	 to…	 data	 collection’	 (2013,	

p.325).	 It	 seems	obvious	my	ability	 to	perform	a	masculinity	 (and,	by	extension,	 sexuality)	

according	 to	 the	 norms	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 was	 advantageous	 in	 the	 acquisition	 of	 a	

privileged	level	of	access	to	the	field	and	its	(mostly	male)	participants.		

But	 my	 subcultural	 capital	 was	 also	 accumulated	 by	 other	 means.	 While,	 like	

Haenfler,	I	had	‘never	set	up	shows,	been	in	a	band,	or	created	a	‘zine	(fan	magazine),	other	

roles	 central	 to	 the…	scene’	 (2006,	p.6),	 I	 did,	on	 the	other	hand,	have	a	 reasonably	wide	

knowledge	of	the	history	and	origins	of	hardcore	and	connected	styles	of	music	and	culture.	

This	 became	 public	 record	 while	 completing	 my	 undergraduate	 degree,	 when	 I	 began	

writing	 freelance	feature	articles	 for	a	now-defunct	 local	news	publication	focused	on	Arts	

and	 Entertainment	 in	 the	 Southeast	 Queensland	 area.	 My	 role	 was	 to	 cover	 local	 and	

international	music	assignments,	for	which	I	was	regularly	assigned	interview	slots	and	sent	

promotional	copies	of	new	music	releases.	I	was	also	required	to	regularly	travel	throughout	

the	region	and	to	attend	 live	music	events	for	review.	For	established,	 international	artists	

with	 the	 cache	 to	 limit	 promotional	 interviews	 to	 a	 handful	 of	 journalists	 nationally,	 this	

often	resulted	in	syndication	by	similar	publications	in	major	Australian	cities.	It	was,	then,	in	

my	role	as	a	freelance	music	journalist	that	I	had	come	most	frequently	into	contact	with	the	
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punk	and	hardcore	scenes	and	expanded	my	knowledge	of	scene	infrastructure	at	a	national	

and	international	level.	In	addition	to	the	small	degree	of	visibility	this	gave	me	in	the	scene,	

I	 was	 often	 able	 to	 share	 advanced	 copies	 of	 upcoming	 releases	 with	 friends	 or	 provide	

information	 about	 touring	 schedules	 at	 a	 time	 before	 many	 scene	 members	 had	 mobile	

access	to	RSS	feeds	on	social	media.	For	most	of	the	research	process,	many	people	viewed	

me	 as	 a	 reliable	 source	 of	 this	 kind	 of	 information	 and	were	 interested	 to	 ask	me	 about	

recent	 interviews	 that	 I	 had	 carried	 out	 with	 band	 members	 who	 had	 various	 levels	 of	

connection	with	 the	 global	 hardcore	 scene	 and	 other	 opinions	 on	 scene-related	 issues.	 In	

this	sense,	my	experience	was	similar	to	that	of	Kahn-Harris	(2007,	p.23-5),	whose	work	on	

extreme	metal	was	also	affected	by	his	contemporaneous	work	in	niche	music	journalism.			

Further	 to	 concerns	 regarding	 my	 operationalisation	 of	 subcultural	 capital	 in	 the	

research	process,	there	are	other	problems	with	blanket	claims	to	insider	status.	In	addition	

to	 one	 of	 the	 basic	 tenets	 of	 post-subcultural	 theory	 -	 that	 is,	 that	 culturally	 distinctive	

groups	of	young	people	are	not	as	substantive	or	bounded	as	has	been	previously	suggested	

-	 the	 dichotomisation	 of	 insider/outsider	 boundaries	 does	 not	 account	 for	 the	 fact	 that	

individuals	inhabit	multiple	statuses	at	any	given	time	and	that	‘identity	fluctuates	back	and	

forth	according	to	context	and	audience’	(Hodkinson	2005,	p.133).	Thus,	even	if	 I	do	share	

the	status	of	fan	or	scene	member	with	a	potential	research	participant,	our	roles	may	shift	

according	to	differences	in	identity	by	way	of	gender,	race,	ethnicity,	age,	sexuality,	familial	

or	vocational	 status	etc.	 Such	differences	can,	as	many	authors	have	already	noted,	affect	

the	degree	to	which	‘insider’	status	 in	a	research	setting	might	precipitate	any	measurable	

advantage	for	the	researcher	-	or,	indeed,	how	status	might	be	conferred	in	the	first	place.	

An	obvious	example	of	this	is	the	role	strain	produced	by	doing	‘insider	research’	in	a	setting	

like	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 Further	 to	 this,	 I	 found	 the	 demands	 of	 performing	 accepted	

masculinities	in	each	space	a	difficult	and	emotionally-demanding	balancing	act	that,	in	the	

end,	 created	 discomfort	 in	 both	 settings.	 In	 this	 respect,	 I	 did	 not	 share	 Hodkinson’s	
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experience	 of	 doing	 research	 in	 a	 scene	 where	 the	 dominant	 norms	 and	 values	 were	

‘compatible’	with	 those	of	education	and	academia	 (2005,	p.136).	Nor	did	 I	 find,	as	Taylor	

(2011,	p.17)	did,	that	there	is	an	inalienable	‘admiration	for	critical	thinking	and	scholarship’	

among	scene	members.	Indeed,	there	were	many	moments	in	which	I	experienced	the	loss	

of	 subcultural	 capital,	 both	 in	 formal	 interviews	 and	 in	 other	 research	 contexts,	 at	 times	

when	my	vocational	identity	produced	conflict.	For	example,	I	recall	an	awkward	moment	in	

an	 interview	with	 Daniel,	 a	 26	 year	 old,	 unemployed	musician,	 when,	 after	 challenging	 a	

comment	he	made	about	women	in	the	mosh	pit,	he	decided	to	offer	his	thoughts	on	me:	

CD:	Some	people	would	say	that	it’s	that	kind	of	thing	[the	danger	of	being	injured	

by	 moshing	 at	 live	 shows]	 that	 makes	 women	 and	 girls	 feel	 unwelcome	 in	

hardcore...	

DN:	Yeah…	they	would.	And	they’d	be	fuckin’	sweaters	[laughs]	

CD:	 This	 idea	 of	 ‘sweaters’	 seems	 to	 come	 up	 a	 lot	 in	 these	 interviews.	 Can	 you	

explain	that	a	bit	more	for	me?	Like,	how	do	you	know	if	someone’s	a	sweater?	

DN:	 Fuckin’	 cargo	 shorts	 and	 tall	 tees,	 man	 [he	 looks	 me	 up	 and	 down,	 as	 if	

observing	 and	 then	 describing	 ‘my’	 clothes]...	 cunts	 covered	 in	 old	 school	 tatties	

[laughs]	

Daniel’s	use	of	 the	 term	 ‘sweater’	 (see	Driver	2011),	which	will	be	explained	more	 fully	 in	

the	 following	 chapter,	 labels	 me	 as	 an	 inauthentic	 participant	 of	 the	 scene	 and,	 by	

extension,	 feminises	my	suggestion	that	dance	practices	 in	the	scene	could	be	made	more	

inclusive.	 A	 developing	 discomfort	 around	 physical	 confrontation	 and	 a	 heightened	

awareness	of	 the	highly	 embedded	and	discursive	production	of	 sexism,	 racism,	misogyny	

and	 homophobia,	 pique	 little	 admiration	 in	 the	 scene.	 In	 the	 course	 of	 completing	 this	

research,	then,	there	were	several	lengthy	periods	of	disenchantment	in	which	I	questioned	

the	 compatibility	 of	 doing	 hardcore	 alongside	 the	 highly	 institutionalised	 practice	 of	

embarking	 on	 an	 academic	 career.	 As	 Davies	 notes,	 ‘virtually	 all	 fieldworkers	 report	
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experiencing	 emotional	 extremes,	 from	 great	 exaltation	 to	 serious	 feelings	 of	 inadequacy	

and	 self-doubt’	 (1999,	 p.83).	 While	 insider	 research	 continues	 to	 dominate	 focus	 in	 the	

methodological	literature,	the	messy,	lived	experiences	of	researching	with	young	people	in	

the	field	has	only	recently	entered	critical	discussion	(Evers	2006;	Taylor	2011;	Riches	et	al.	

2014;	Riches	2017).	Based	on	my	experience,	these	processes	are	perhaps	most	significant	in	

the	 case	 of	 doctoral	 candidates	 who	 are	 themselves	 embroiled	 in	 multiple	 personal	 and	

professional	 transitions	 during	 their	 PhD	 research,	 not	 least	 that	 of	 ‘the	 transition	 from	

insider	 to	 insider	 researcher	 (Hodkinson	 2005,	 p.136,	 original	 emphasis)	 and	 then,	 often,	

exclusively	towards	‘researcher’.	Indeed,	numerous	scholars	of	youth	culture	and	subculture	

have	 noted	 how	 doing	 research	 in	 their	 own	 social	 groupings	 coincided	with	 a	 transition	

away	from	leisure	ties	to	them	(see	Thornton	1995;	Hodkinson	2002;	Haenfler	2006;	Kahn-

Harris	2007).	The	possibility	exists	that	those	young	scholars,	whose	burgeoning	professional	

interests	overlap	with	pre-existing	personal	ones,	could	feel	these	transitions	quite	acutely.	

This	 thesis	 will	 make	 an	 attempt	 to	 provide	 details	 about	 these	 multiple	 and	 entangled	

trajectories,	 as	 I	 experienced	 them,	 throughout	 the	 presentation	 of	 the	 results	 of	 the	

research	(see	Chapters	Six	and	Seven).	

Participant	Observation:	Body	Techniques	and	Body	Pedagogics	

‘Nothing	has	been	more	damaging	to	ethnography	than	its	representation	under	the	guise	of	

the	“ethnographic	method”,’	writes	Ingold	(2008,	p.88).	Ethnography	is	‘a	practice	in	its	own	

right	 -	a	practice	of	verbal	description’	 (ibid.).	 If	 the	 task	of	ethnographers	 is	 to	document	

and	represent	a	 reality	 that	 is	external	 to	 the	experiences	of	 the	 reader,	 then	 the	primary	

method	of	documentation	 is	 participant	observation.	As	noted	above,	participating	 in	 and	

observing	cultural	practices	have	long	been	the	integral	methods	of	ethnographic	research.	

The	 concept	 of	 the	 ‘participant	 observer’,	 Hannerz	 notes,	 originally	 referred	 ‘not	 to	 the	

researcher,	but	to	an	insider	(“native”)	recruited	and	trained	by	the	researcher’	(2013,	p.79).	

Ostensibly,	 the	 aim	was	 to	 add	 experiential	 detail	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 insight	 on	 endemic	
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ways	 of	 living	 that	were	 inaccessible	 to	 ‘outsiders’.	 In	more	 recent	 times,	 the	 term	 refers	

more	 to	 a	 practice,	 something	 that	 the	 researcher	 actually	 does,	 implying	 a	 much	 more	

active	and	experiential	role	on	the	part	of	the	researcher	themselves.	Davies	clarifies:	 ‘The	

hallmark	 of	 participant	 observation	 is	 long-term	 personal	 involvement	 with	 those	 being	

studied,	 including	 participation	 in	 their	 lives	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 the	 researcher	 comes	 to	

understand	 the	 culture	 as	 an	 insider’	 (1999,	 p.71,	 emphasis	 added).	 As	 Davies’	 comment	

indicates,	 the	 claim	 to	 participant-observer	 status	 has	 traditionally	 indicated	 that	 the	

researcher	 has	 undertaken	 a	 period	 of	 reflexive	 learning	 and	 has	 been	 provided	 with	

experiential	opportunities	to	grasp	and	describe	the	meanings	of	culturally	distinctive	rituals	

and	objects	during	the	research	process.	That	research	is	and	should	be	a	reflexive	process	is	

inexorable	 to	 ethnographic	 observation.	 The	 case	 is	 made	 wonderfully	 in	 the	 following	

passage.	As	Hancock	and	Lorr	write	of	 their	experience:	 ‘At	 first,	observations	were	open-

ended,	and	as	we	progressed	over	time	ideas	started	to	emerge	about	what	was	important	

and	we,	in	turn,	began	to	reorient	our	observations	toward	more	salient	situations,	actions,	

and	people’	(2013,	p.325).	

One	 of	 the	 major	 reasons	 for	 the	 popularity	 of	 ethnography	 in	 contemporary	

sociological	 studies	 is	 that	 ‘participation	 in	 the	 everyday	 lives	 of	 people	 is	 a	 means	 of	

facilitating	observation	of	particular	behaviours	and	events	and	of	enabling	more	open	and	

meaningful	 discussions	 with	 informants’	 (Davies	 1999,	 p.71).	 For	 this	 reason,	 there	 has	

always	 been	 an	 emphasis	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 learning	 the	 ‘native	 language’	 (ibid.	 p.69)	

upon	which	cultures	are	founded,	so	as	to	access	their	experiences	at	the	vernacular	 level.	

On	the	other	hand,	participant	observation	is	an	important	verification	tool	for	researchers	

searching	 for	 truth	 in	 the	 testimony	 of	 informants.	 As	 Green	 has	 already	 observed,	

‘participant	 observation	 has	 been	 a	 means	 of	 recontextualising	 the	 otherwise	

decontextualised	data	obtained	 from	 interviews…	 [and]	enables	access	 to	 the	extra-verbal	

ways	in	which	culture	is	performed’	(2017,	p.77).	The	aim	is	to	facilitate	an	‘attempt	to	place	
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the	 individual	 accounts	 of…	 fans	 within	 the	 wider	 context	 of	 their	 “day-to-day	 activities,	

relationships,	 and	 experiences”’	 (Cohen	1993,	 p.127)	 and	beyond	 the	 ‘forced	 accounts’	 of	

popular	 narratives	 about	 punk	 and	 hardcore	 music	 (Bennett	 2002,	 p.459).	 In	 this	 way,	

participant	observation	presupposes	two	positionalities:	 that	of	the	participant	and	that	of	

the	 ethnographer.	 As	 Ingold	 argues,	 ‘the	 ethnographer	 retrospectively	 imagines	 a	 world	

from	 which	 he	 has	 turned	 away	 in	 order,	 quite	 specifically,	 that	 he	 might	 describe	 it	 in	

writing’	(2008,	p.88,	original	emphasis).	It	is	a	shift	‘from	inquiry	to	description’	(ibid.).	

The	 precise	 ethnographic	 practices	 of	 the	 insider	 researcher,	 then,	 may	 vary	

considerably	 from	ethnographic	orthodoxies	 in	 this	classical	sense,	since	such	processes	of	

enculturation	have	already	been	at	least	partially	experienced	under	probably	less	reflexive,	

and	 certainly	 less	 documented,	 circumstances.	 Insider	 researchers,	 for	 example,	 may,	

‘having	experienced	activities,	motivations,	 feelings	and	affiliations	that	are	 liable,	at	 least,	

to	be	comparable	with	those	of	many	respondents…	have	a	significant	extra	pool	of	material	

with	which	 to	 compare	and	contrast	what	 they	 see	and	hear	during	 the	 research	process’	

(Hodkinson	2005,	p.143).	The	challenge,	then,	as	Hodkinson	notes,	is	to	‘see	the	familiar	as	

strange’	 (ibid.	p.145).	While	 the	 insider	may	 be	 at	 an	 advantage	 in	 knowing	which	 of	 the	

myriad	contexts	in	which	individuals	live	their	lives	might	bear	ethnographic	fruit,	they	must	

still	 take	steps	to	ensure	that	the	minutiae	of	 the	mundane	 is	not	 lost	 in	their	description.	

For,	as	DeLyser	summarises,	 ‘those	of	us	who	study	our	own	communities	start	as	 insiders	

and	are	“natives”	before	the	research	begins’,	complicating	traditional	notions	of	‘complete	

participation’	(2001,	p.442)	in	the	sense	that	one	cannot	re-acquire	skills	that	have	not	been	

forgotten.	 Moreover,	 as	 Muggleton	 observes,	 the	 process	 of	 abstracting	 ideal-types	 is	 a	

fundamental	 element	 of	 social	 participation	 (2000,	 p.14-5).	 Thus,	 insider	 researchers	may	

face	challenges	 in	 terms	of	maintaining	an	 inclusive	approach,	not	 in	 the	research	sample,	

but	 in	 what	 it	 is	 that	 their	 sample	 population	 actually	 does.	 Hence,	 the	 aforementioned	

reservations	 concerning	 the	 insider	 doctrine	 and	 the	 danger	 that	 practitioners	 may	 seek	
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validation	 of	 their	 own	 pre-existing	 and	 subjectively	 held	 understandings	 of	 subcultural	

meanings,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 unique	 personal	 experiences	 of	 becoming	 a	 member	 of	 their	

scene.		

It	 may	 be	 that	 these	 issues	 are	 compounded	 by	 the	 recent	 shift	 in	 focus	 to	 the	

regulative	functions	of	consistent	participation	 in	cultural	ritual,	specifically	 in	terms	of	the	

aesthetic,	 non-representational	 practices	 that	 individuals	 perceive	 as	 central	 to	 achieving	

membership	 in	 the	 group	 and	 maintaining	 these	 identities.	 As	 Riches	 explains,	

‘Nonrepresentational	 theory	draws	attention	to	 the	embodied	and	affective	dimensions	of	

social	 practice,	much	 of	which	 exists	 prior	 to	 and	 exceeds	 reflexive	 or	 conscious	 thought’	

(2017,	p.298).	Therefore,	‘a	nonrepresentational	approach	highlights	how	musical	meanings,	

subjectivities,	 and	 knowledges	 emerge	 out	 of	 practical	 contexts;	 placing	 serious	 emphasis	

on…	forms	of	experience	and	movement	that	cannot	be	understood	in	the	moment’	(ibid.).	

In	leisure	studies	particularly,	there	has	been	progress	in	attempts	to	explore	the	aesthetic	

experiences	at	work	in	the	transmission	of	distinctive	cultural	knowledge	by	acknowledging	

how	‘ethnographers	are	able	to	remain	attentive	to	the	emotional	nature	of	embodiment	as	

they	actively	use	their	bodies	as	tools	of	inquiry	and	sources	of	knowledge	within	the	field’	

(Riches	et	al.	2014,	p.91).	There	are	epistemological	issues	to	work	through	here.	

Included	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 chapter,	 the	 quote	 from	 Crossley	 (2007,	 p.80)	

points	to	the	need	to	evaluate	the	relationship	between	typical	ethnographic	methods	and	

the	 intended	 focus	 of	 sociological	 enquiry	 and	 raises	 serious	 epistemological	 questions	

about	 the	 value	 of	 insider	 research	 in	 this	 regard.	 Indeed,	 researchers	 working	 at	 the	

intersections	 of	 music,	 culture	 and	 the	 body	 have	 begun	 to	 question	 the	 validity	 of	

traditional	 ethnographic	 methods	 and	 focused	 instead	 on	 the	 task	 of	 engaging	 cultural	

phenomena	 ‘with	 and	 through	 the	 senses’	 (Riches	 et	 al.	 2014,	 p.91).	 If	 this	 sounds	 like	 a	

highly	 subjective	 and	 radical	 methodological	 imperative,	 attempts	 to	 transpose	 it	 onto	

actual	 research	 methods	 have	 offered	 little	 reassurance.	 Evers’	 ethnographic	 work	 on	
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masculinities	 in	 Australian	 surfing	 culture	 is	 a	 relevant	 example	 here.	 Evers’	 style	 is	 self-

defined	 as	 experimental;	 ‘self-reflexive	 and	 fictocritical	 in	 tone’	 (2006,	 p.230),	 it	 is	 an	

attempt	 to	 represent	 how	 the	 ‘researching	 body	 feels	 its	 way	 along	 each	wave	 as	 codes,	

practices,	 techniques,	 rituals,	 discourses,	 and	power	 relations	 come	 together’	 (ibid.	 p.232,	

emphasis	added)	in	the	field.		

In	recent	works	on	the	extreme	metal	Scene	in	Leeds,	a	major	metropolitan	centre	

in	Northern	England,	Riches’	solution	 is	 to	use	a	 ‘body-centered	method	of	 inquiry	 [called]	

performance	 ethnography’	 -	 renamed	 ‘moshography’,	 after	 the	 practice	 of	 ‘moshing’	 to	

genres	 of	 heavy	 music	 in	 various	 contexts	 (2017,	 p.300,	 original	 emphasis).	 According	 to	

Riches,	 performance	 ethnography	 is	 the	 ideal	way	 of	 researching	 embodiment	 because	 it	

‘centralizes	the	sensory,	non-verbal,	and	affective	aspects	of	performance	whilst	attending	

to	how	musical	spaces	are	constituted	through	the	convergence	of	bodies,	affect,	music,	and	

materialities	of	place’	(ibid.).	This	mode	of	research	emphasises	the	doing	or	participating	of	

the	 embodied	 researcher	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 interview	 respondents	 or	 ethnographic	

informants	 will	 not	 possess	 the	 tools	 to	 adequately	 describe	 their	 bodily	 experiences.	 As	

Riches	explains:	‘Experimenting	with	performative	writing	and	ethnographic	fiction	enabled	

[her]	 to	 account	 for	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 subcultural	 identities	 emerge	 through	 leisure	

practices	 and	 how	 these	 practical	 unfoldings	 are	 unpredictable,	 diverse,	 and	 excessive’	

(2017,	p.315).	Participation	 in	 the	scene,	Riches	continues,	 ‘is	about	establishing	pathways	

for	 recognition,	 grappling	 with	 the	 tensions	 between	 musical	 progression	 and	 loyalty,	

fostering	a	sense	of	community,	and	dedicating	oneself	to	producing	a	scene	that	offers	the	

possibilities	for	bodily	and	social	transformation’	(ibid.	emphasis	added).	

If	the	goal	of	the	research	is	to	identify	and	understand	the	cultural	mechanisms	and	

practical	contexts	through	which	identities	and	social	connections	are	forged	and	sustained	-	

that	is,	through	which	individuals	become	part	of	the	field	-	it	is	equally	important	to	analyse	

the	 cultural	 politics	 of	 this	 process	 with	 regard	 to	 access	 and	 opportunity	 within	 those	
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contexts.	 The	 solution,	 Crossley	 supposes,	 lies	 in	 appropriating	 Mauss’	 notion	 of	 ‘body	

techniques’	(1979).	As	Crossley	notes,	‘To	study	body	techniques	is	to	study	knowledge	and	

understanding	 in	 the	 only	 form	 in	which	 they	 exist:	 that	 is,	 in	 the	 form	of	 embodied	 and	

practical	 competence’	 (2007,	 p.88).	 Indeed,	 ‘Mauss	 reminds	 us	 that,	 as	 body	 techniques,	

these	 embodied	 forms	 of	 knowing	 and	 understanding	 are	 social,	 which	 means	 that	 their	

principles	 are	 communicated	 and	 passed	 on	 through	networks’	 (ibid.).	 In	 this	 sense,	 good	

quality	ethnographic	research	implies	a	somewhat	auto-ethnographic	process	of	uncovering	

the	processes	through	which	individuals	‘craft’	a	culturally	distinctive	self	(see	Kondo	1990;	

Davies	1999,	p.75-6)	through	complete	participation	 in	the	field	-	a	process	that,	as	Davies	

warns,	is	fraught	with	danger	for	everything	from	the	reliability	of	the	data	collected	to	the	

emotional	stability	of	the	researcher	themselves.	This,	then,	presents	further	points	for	the	

insider	 researcher’s	 contemplation,	 since	 the	 very	 definition	 of	 this	 dual	 status	 depends	

upon	the	participant	self	having	already	been	crafted.	Rather	than	maintaining	the	position	

of	‘complete	participant’	throughout	the	research	process,	insider	researchers	may	achieve	

greater	balance	by	embracing	a	research	trajectory	that	gradually	cedes	cultural	proximity,	

the	ultimate	goal	being	an	increasing	sense	of	detachment	from	the	sensorially	familiar.	For	

young	researchers	who	are	also	in	the	process	of	crafting	an	‘academic	self’,	the	trajectory	

from	 initial	 cultural	 proximity	 to	 semi-detached	 observer	 may	 be	 a	 profoundly	 beneficial	

one.	Though	I	identified	as	an	insider	in	the	hardcore	scene	throughout	the	entire	period	of	

the	research,	I	spent	the	first	year	after	gaining	Human	Research	Ethical	Clearance	from	the	

university	undertaking	a	sustained	term	of	participant	observation	in	which	I	began	to	move	

my	own	relationship	with	hardcore	 in	this	direction.	 In	truth,	this	had	more	to	do	with	my	

spending	 more	 time	 in	 professional	 environments	 (teaching,	 attending	 conferences,	 and	

forging	 relationships	with	 colleagues	 etc.)	 than	 it	 did	 any	 conscious	 decision	 to	 do	 so.	 As	

noted	earlier,	this	did	not	relieve	all	the	stresses.	But	it	does	connect	helpfully	the	scope	of	

observation,	which	narrowed	over	the	arch	of	the	research	(see	Glaser	and	Strauss	1967).		
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The	 fieldwork	process	was	begun	 from	 the	position	of	 ‘complete	participant’.	 This	

meant	 attending	 shows	 at	 various	 performance	 venues	 in	my	home	 city	 of	Gold	Coast,	 in	

Queensland,	as	well	as	adjacent	cities	and	urban	areas	 in	Brisbane,	Logan,	Northern	Rivers	

(NSW)	 and,	 once,	 Sunshine	 Coast.	 These	 cities	 comprise	 a	 (mostly)	 coastal	 conurbation	

stretching	over	300	km	along	the	Pacific	Coast	of	eastern	Australia,	hemmed	in	by	a	portion	

of	the	Great	Dividing	Range	called	the	Hinterland.	Reasonably	 low	density	housing	ensures	

that	the	single	highway	that	connects	the	region	is	flanked	by	new	housing	estates	boasting	

easy	access	to	its	various	centres,	while	much	of	the	commercial	and	cultural	activity	takes	

places	in	older	urban	areas	closer	to	the	ocean,	and	which	were	once	much	less	connected	

to	each	other	by	multi-lane	motorway.	The	low	population	density	and	linear	geography	of	

Southeast	 Queensland	 and	 Northern	 New	 South	 Wales	 has	 traditionally	 made	 public	

transport	infrastructure	too	difficult	or	expensive,	though	this	situation	had	improved	since	

the	empirical	phase	of	 the	research	was	 finalised.	As	we	will	 see	 throughout	 the	 following	

chapters,	 geographic	 factors	 play	 and	 are	 perceived	 to	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	

hardcore	 scene/s	 in	 Australia	 and	 are	 integral	 to	 the	 machinations	 of	 local	 and	 cultural	

identity	for	hardcore	kids	themselves.	During	2012,	I	attended	more	than	40	hardcore	shows	

at	various	venues	in	the	region,	including	Youth	Activity	Centres	(YACs),	Police	Citizen	Youth	

Clubs	(PCYCs),	local	government-run	community	centres,	privately-owned	nightclubs	in	inner	

city	strip	malls,	privately-leased	factories	 in	 light	 industrial	estates,	 large	concert	halls,	and	

one	major	outdoor	concert	venue	adjacent	to	the	Brisbane	City	Botanic	Gardens.	Although	I	

would	probably	have	attended	many	of	these	in	my	leisure	time,	my	decisions	(especially	for	

those	venues	located	at	the	northern	or	southern	extremes	of	the	research	site)	were	often	

influenced	by	recent	 interview	referrals	or	by	proximity	to	upcoming	interviews	that	might	

benefit	 from	my	 attendance.	 The	 advantages	 of	 deploying	 the	 observation	 and	 interview	

phases	 of	 ethnographic	 research	 in	 concert	 with	 one	 another	 are	many.	 As	 Green	 notes,	
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‘researcher	 observations	 of	 musical	 events,	 performances	 and	 other	 practices	 provide	

context	and	meaning	for	the	interview	data,	and	vice	versa’	(2017,	p.67).		

Although	 I	 was	 direct	 and	 upfront	 with	 hardcore	 kids	 who	 were	 aware	 of	 my	

research	project	 and	who	had	questions	 regarding	my	observational	practices	at	hardcore	

shows,	 I	 made	 only	 minimal	 field	 notes	 on	 my	 mobile	 phone	 while	 in	 attendance.	 As	

Hancock	and	Lorr	point	out,	 ‘suspicion	 is	easily	cultivated	with	obvious	note	 taking’	 (2013,	

p.325).	 As	 an	 alternative,	 and	 like	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 (ibid.),	 I	 engaged	 in	 ‘off-phase	 note	

taking’	 (Goffman	1989,	 p.130),	 keeping	 a	 running	 journal	 of	my	 thoughts	 and	experiences	

during	the	fieldwork	phase	of	the	research.	I	was	also	concerned	that	the	obvious	presence	

of	 ‘an	observer’	might	affect	 the	 types	of	practices	 that	were	made	observable	or,	worse,	

the	quality	or	perceived	quality	of	 the	 show.	Ethnographers,	not	 least	 insider	 researchers,	

‘are	 parts	 of	 the	 places	 and	 communities	 [they]	 study’	 (DeLyser	 2001,	 p.443,	 original	

emphasis)	and	must	therefore	constantly	reflect	on	the	possibility	for	‘reactivity	(the	degree	

to	which	 research	 findings	 [are]	 influenced	 by	 the	 ethnographer)’	 (Davies	 1999,	 p.73).	 As	

Sweetman	 notes,	 ‘just	 because	 insiders	 do	 not	 regard	 their	 actions	 as	 overtly	 political	 or	

transgressive…	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 they	 should	 not	 be	 interpreted	 as	 such’	 (Sweetman	

2013,	 p.2.4).	While	 I	 originally	 set	 out	 to	develop	 ‘thick	descriptions’	 (Geertz	 1973)	 of	 the	

places	and	contexts	in	which	I	spent	time	with	hardcore	kids,	I	quickly	realised	that	most	of	

my	notes	pertained	to	specific	people	or	events	that	I	felt	would	connect	to	interviews	I	had	

already	planned	or	had	arranged	with	someone	who	was	also	in	attendance.	I	noticed	early	

in	the	research	that	the	tendency	to	spend	most	of	my	time	at	the	shows	with	kids	whom	I	

had	 recently	 interviewed	 or	 with	 whom	 I	 had	 already	 arranged	 a	 time	 and	 place	 for	

interview	developed	naturally,	since	most	informants	were	apprehensive	about	the	kinds	of	

questions	they	could	expect.	Moreover,	my	specific	 interest	 in	their	subjective	behaviours,	

experiences	and	thoughts	about	the	show	seemed	to	flow	organically	from	my	own	informal	

preparations	for	each	conversation.	I	often	also	transposed	these	notes,	thoughts,	and	ideas	
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on	to	PDF	copies	of	the	interview	questions,	which	I	always	annotated	prior	to	each	one-to-

one	 interview.	 The	 effect	 of	 this	 across	 the	 data	 was	 that	 specific	 events	 and	 value	

judgments	about	them	are	fed	back	in	the	discourse	of	respondents,	rather	than	via	my	own	

subjective	 representations	 of	 them.	 The	 result	 is	 that	 observable	 actions	 are	 validated	 or	

invalidated	 by	 informants	 and	 do	 not	 reflect	 -	 or	 reflect	 in	 less	 obvious	 ways	 -	 the	 pre-

existing	bias	of	me,	the	researcher.	

Interviews,	Recruitment	and	Sampling	
	
In	 the	 end,	 the	 primary	 method	 of	 data	 collection	 became	 informal,	 semi-structured	 in-

depth	 interviews.	While	 ‘participatory	methods	often	entail	ethnographers	participating	 in,	

observing	(or	sensing)	and	learning	how	to	do	what	the	people	participating	in	their	research	

are	already	engaged	in…	interviewing	normally	involves	a	collaborative	process	of	exploring	

specific	 themes	and	 topics	with	an	 interviewee’	 (Pink	2009,	p.10).	As	Hannerz	has	argued,	

there	 are	 advantages	 to	 combining	 sociological	 fieldwork,	 including	 forms	 of	 participant	

observation	and	informal	conversation,	with	more	formal	interview	data	(2013,	p.88).	Some	

of	 these	 advantages	 include	 the	 possibility	 of	 returning	 to	 questions	 and	 themes	 and	 to	

‘make	 a	 thicker	 description	 as	 we	 attempt	 to	 understand	 how	 meaning	 is	 created	 and	

validated’	in	the	field	(ibid.).	As	was	the	case	here,	when	the	collation	of	interview	data	and	

various	forms	of	observation	are	carried	out	concomitantly,	these	advantages	may	be	most	

acute.	The	process	requires	reflexivity	on	the	part	of	the	researcher,	so	that	they	may	adjust	

the	ways	 in	which	 they	 carry	 out	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 field,	what,	where,	 and	whom	

they	observe,	and	what	topics	or	‘funnelling	questions’	(Minichiello	2008,	p.51)	are	included	

in	 the	 schedule	 of	 interview	 questions	 for	 each	 respective	 informant.	 This	 multifaceted	

approach	may	yield	further	dividends	as	ethnographers	attempt	to	make	sense	of	vernacular	

discourse,	especially	in	the	colloquially	rich	context	of	music	scenes.	Thus,	as	Hodkinson	has	

noted:	‘Longstanding	calls	for	the	‘matching’	of	interviewers	with	respondents	suggest	that	

in	addition	to	its	potential	benefits	in	terms	of	access,	insider	status	may	enhance	the	quality	
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and	 effectiveness	 of	 qualitative	 interviews’	 (2005,	 p.138).	 The	 primary	motivation	 for	 this	

claim	 is	 centred	 on	 the	 perceived	 ability	 of	 the	 insider	 researcher	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 the	

things	that	respondents	say	regarding	their	motivations	for	and	experiences	of	participation.	

Bennett,	 in	a	seminal	work	on	ethnography	and	 insider	research	 in	the	sociology	of	music,	

has	identified	the	roots	of	this	argument	in	Frith’s	contention	that	“traditional”	scholarship	

lacks	 the	 tools	 necessary	 to	 adequately	 represent	 the	 pleasures	 of	 distinctive	 musical	

experience.	 The	 argument	 here	 becomes	 that,	 ‘through	 a	 consideration	 of	 their	 insider	

knowledges	 and	 attendant	 “learned”	 discourses	 as	 an	 interpretive	 tool	 in	 the	 research	

process,	 youth	and	music	 researchers	 could	begin	 to	develop	a	 reflexive	understanding	of	

what	it	means	[and	what	it	feels	like]	to	be	part	of	a	particular	scene’	(Bennett	2002,	p.463).	

Moreover,	 as	 Henderson	 et	 al.	 explain,	 such	 ‘narratives	 are	 “occasioned”	 (being	

closely	 tied	 to	 the	 circumstances	 in	 which	 they	 are	 told)	 and	 draw	 on	 existing	 narrative	

repertoires	that	reflect	the	cultural	and	social	resources	that	young	people	have	access	to’	

(2007,	p.20).	Thus,	beyond	issues	of	establishing	access	to	and	rapport	with	participants	of	

music	scenes,	or	having	the	literacy	or	discursive	dexterity	to	make	sense	of	the	things	that	

interviewees	say,	problems	associated	with	providing	a	truly	neutral	and	open	context	for	a	

discussion	 about	 musical	 pleasures	 and	 emotional	 experience	 may	 stem	 from	 the	 base	

communicative	 practices	 endemic	 among	 certain	 research	 populations.	 As	 Kahn-Harris,	 in	

his	seminal	work	on	extreme	metal,	points	out:	

Within	the	scene,	talk	about	musical	affect	tends	to	describe	the	attractive	elements	

of	extreme	metal	as	aggressive,	brutality,	energy	etc.	The	language	available	within	

the	scene	to	talk	about	the	nature	of	musical	attraction	and	pleasure	is	very	limited.	

While	 scene	members	may	 love	 to	 talk	 about	music,	 the	 scene	offers	only	 limited	

tools	for	talking	about	how	music	makes	scene	members	feel	(2007,	p.53).	

There	are	at	 least	 two	aspects	 to	 these	observations.	 First,	 and	as	Kahn-Harris	 goes	on	 to	

detail,	participants	not	only	 learn	how	to	do	certain	practices	but	how	to	talk	about	them.	
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This	is	a	fundamental	tenet	of	ethnographically-oriented	anthropology.	There	are	dominant	

discourses	that	operate	in	the	scene	and	through	which	participants	learn	to	make	sense	of	

their	experiences.	Secondly,	we	should	remember	that	all	social	interaction	is	gendered.	It	is	

conceivable	that	these	problems	may	be	felt	more	acutely	in	the	emphatically	masculinised	

spaces	 of	 heavy	music	 scenes,	 such	 as	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 where	 participants	 have	 only	

limited	 recourse	 to	 appropriate	 language	 or	 whose	 own	 performances	 of	 masculinity	 in	

those	spaces	may	inhibit	their	ability	to	talk	articulately	about	their	feelings	and	emotions.	

As	we	will	see,	this	became	an	integral	consideration	in	the	process	of	this	research.			

Hannerz	notes	that,	‘any	investigation	of	how	subcultural	participants	make	sense	of	

their	world	has	to	start	by	questioning	whether	we,	as	researchers,	have	the	competence	to	

decide	 who	 is	 a	 part	 of	 this	 group	 and	 who	 is	 not’	 (2013,	 p.78).	 Therefore,	 I	 followed	 a	

similar	process	to	Hancock	and	Lorr,	whose	 ‘selection	process	 for	 interviewees	began	with	

purposive	sampling	starting	with	regulars	on	the	scene	(those	who	were	always	present	at	

shows	 and	 events	 or	 openly	 designated	 themselves	 as	 “hardcore”)’	 (2013,	 p.325).	 While	

these	‘gatekeepers’	were	both	white,	heterosexual	cismen,	I	did	take	care	to	select	them	on	

the	basis	that,	in	addition	to	their	self-identities	as	members	of	the	hardcore	scene,	one	also	

self-identified	 as	 straightedge	 and	 one	 did	 not.	 My	 concern	 was	 to	 avoid	 a	 sample	 that	

became	 heavily	 skewed	 one	way	 or	 the	 other,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 conflated	 ideas	 about	 punk,	

hardcore,	 and	 straightedge	 ideology	 (see	 Purchla	 2011;	 discussion	 in	 Chapter	 Two	 of	 this	

thesis).	 In	 the	 end,	 both	 gatekeepers	 identified	 and	 actively	 referred	 me	 to	 several	

straightedge	 and	 non-straightedge	 respondents	 who	 contributed	 interview	 data	 to	 this	

research.	To	avoid	the	possibility	of	having	my	own	pre-existing	subjective	interpretations	of	

hardcore	music	 and	 culture	 inflected	upon	 the	 research	 sample,	most	of	 the	 interviewees	

were	 recruited	 using	 this	 ‘snowballing’	 (Noy	 2008)	 or	 ‘chain	 sampling’	 (Minichiello	 et	 al	

2008,	p.172-3)	method.	 The	 idea	 in	principle	was	 that	 the	 criteria	 for	participation	 ‘in	 the	

scene’	would	 be	 determined	 by	 the	 collective	 perceptions	 of	 the	 research	 sample,	 rather	
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than	 by	 the	 pre-existing	 prejudices	 of	 those	 doing	 the	 research.	 While	 this	 method	 did	

facilitate	access	to	respondents	whom	I	had	never	met	in	person,	many	of	them	were	known	

to	 me	 prior	 to	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 research.	 That	 is,	 during	 the	 research	 process,	

several	‘pre-existing	friendships	(close,	distant,	casual	or	otherwise)	evolve[d]	into	informant	

relationships’	 (Taylor	 2011,	 p.8).	 Taylor	 suggests	 acknowledging	 how	 such	 sampling	 may	

result	 in	a	 research	population	partially	comprised	of	 ‘friend-informants’	 (ibid.)	 in	order	 to	

maintain	vigilance	regarding	issues	of	objectivity	and	bias.	While	this	recruitment	technique	

was	not	without	complications	then,	 it	did	produce	a	degree	of	diversity	that	the	research	

would	probably	have	otherwise	lacked.	On	the	other	hand,	clear	patterns	emerged.	

Ensminger	 has	 asked:	 ‘will	 [those	 researching	 the	 hardcore	 scene]	 continue	 the	

normative	discourse	and	subsequently	delete	or	minimize	the	presence	of	gays	and	lesbians,	

or	will	they	recognize	and	explore	their	contributions	fully?’	(2010,	p.65).	The	question	is	a	

fair	 one	 and	 is	 applicable	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 concerns	 about	 the	 privileging	 of	

heteronormative	sexuality.	Yet,	 in	acknowledging	 the	omission	or	marginalisation	of	queer	

voices,	or	indeed	any	groups	who	are	‘othered’	by	the	practices	of	the	powerful	within	the	

scene,	we	are	 still	 learning	 something	about	 the	 scenes	 that	we	are	 researching;	 they	are	

still	there	as	imagined	‘others’	against	which	the	powerful	make	their	claims	to	authenticity	

and	privilege.	At	 the	end	of	 the	research,	semi-structured	one-to-one	 interviews	had	been	

conducted	 with	 30	 participants	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 most	 of	 whom	 were	 living	 in	

Southeast	Queensland	and	Northern	New	South	Wales	at	 the	 time	of	 the	research.	At	 the	

time	of	 interview,	 two	respondents	were	 living	 in	Melbourne,	one	 resided	 in	Sydney.	That	

the	 recruitment	 practices	 yielded	 a	 sample	 that	 was	 exclusively	 male	 and	 predominantly	

white	retains	significance	that	cannot	be	understated.	None	of	the	respondents	identified	as	

practitioners	 of	 major	 world	 religions.	 I	 did	 not	 seek	 information	 regarding	 their	 sexual	

identities.	Unlike	Kahn-Harris,	who	 ‘made	an	effort	 to	 look	 for	minority	 groups	within	 the	

scene,	 interviewing	a	number	of	women	 (who	are	often	marginalized	within	 the	scene)	as	
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well	 as	 seeking	 out	 Christians,	 homosexuals	 and	 ethnic	minorities’	 (2007,	 p.24),	 I	 decided	

early	on	 to	allow	 the	sampling	method	 to	proceed	as	organically	as	possible	and	 to	 factor	

the	 results	 into	 my	 analysis.	 Crucially,	 by	 choosing	 to	 adhere	 to	 these	 methodological	

decisions,	 I	 have	 become	 party	 to	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the	 voices	 of	 women	 and	 other	

marginalised	 groups	 within	 the	 scene.	 Sim	 and	 Baker	 (2015)	 have	 observed	 that	 women	

experience	 feelings	 of	 exclusion	 and	 alienation	 in	 Australian	 hardcore	 settings,	 and	 may	

identify	more	with	 a	 culture	 or	 ideology	 than	with	 the	 group	 itself.	 It	 is	 no	 surprise,	 they	

argue,	that	women	are	less	represented	at	musical	performances	in	the	heavy	music	genres	

-	 an	 observation	 that,	 as	 noted	 in	 Chapter	 Two,	 has	 been	 confirmed	 and	 reiterated	 in	

scholarship	stretching	all	the	way	back	to	the	1960s.	For	this	reason,	none	of	the	women	I	

interviewed	as	part	of	this	study	were	present	during	my	time	in	the	field,	the	implication	of	

this	being	that	I	did	not	have	recourse	to	the	same	strategies	at	interview	as	I	did	with	the	

male	 respondents.	 Ethnographic	 fieldwork,	 Haenfler	 notes,	 presupposes	 a	 gendered	

interaction,	conversation,	and	interpretation	(2006,	p.26).	

While	some	of	this	data	 is	 included	in	this	thesis,	 I	 (retrospectively)	questioned	my	

ability	to	make	claims	based	on	such	a	small	part	of	the	sample	and	have	since	decided	to	

return	to	my	original	intentions	regarding	the	self-selection	of	interviewees.	My	aim	was	to	

understand	‘the	cultural	meanings	and	the	social	structures	of	the	group	and	how	these	are	

interrelated’	 (Davies	 1999,	 p.67).	 Therefore,	 I	 did	 not	 ‘seek	 out’	 (ibid.),	 ‘pursue’	 (Hannerz	

2013,	p.85)	or	‘select’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.25)	participants	against	any	criteria	except	that	they	

had	been	referred	to	me	(and	therefore	had	been	identified	by	others	as	part	of	the	scene)	

and	 that	 they	 self-identified	 as	 ‘members’	 or	 ‘participants’	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 In	 this	

way,	while	 I	did	not	go	to	the	same	 lengths	as	Hannerz,	who	calls	his	sampling	strategy	of	

recruiting	the	 individuals	present	 in	a	space	but	whose	social	affiliations	are	 invalidated	by	

others	 who	 share	 that	 space:	 ‘reversed	 membership	 validation’	 (2013,	 p.85).	 Yet,	 I	 was	

similarly	 concerned	 to	ensure	 that	all	 interviewees	were	not	 ‘validated’	exclusively	by	me.	
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Though	 it	 is	easy	to	 find	homogeneity	 in	 the	sample,	 there	 is	a	degree	of	heterogeneity	 in	

the	age	and	participatory	trajectories	of	those	referred	for	interview.		

Interviews	averaged	around	90	minutes	in	duration,	with	some	running	at	under	50	

minutes	and	others	approaching	2.5	hours	of	recorded	audio.	At	all	times,	care	was	taken	to	

improve	the	comfort	of	the	interviewee,	which	normally	meant	interviews	were	conducted	

in	private	spaces,	often	at	the	residence	or	workplace	of	the	interviewee.	While	I	conducted	

the	majority	of	 interviews	 inside	 residential	buildings	 (n=18),	 I	 also	 recorded	 interviews	at	

two	 separate	 tattoo	 studios	 (n=4),	 one	 record	 store	 (n=2),	 two	 taverns	 (n=2),	 a	 cafe	 at	 a	

university	campus	(n=3)	and,	in	one	case,	while	sitting	on	the	beach.	Pursuant	to	the	terms	

of	 Griffith	 University’s	 Human	 Research	 Ethics	 Clearance	 protocols,	 all	 interview	 data	 is	

‘deidentified’.	To	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	informants,	all	audio	recordings	were	kept	as	

mp3	files	on	a	password	encrypted	drive	and	then	immediately	deleted	from	the	recording	

device.	Upon	completion	of	the	transcription	process,	all	copies	of	the	audio	recording	were	

destroyed.	 I	 have	 made	 every	 effort	 to	 ‘periodize	 [the]	 research	 by	 naming	 real	 places,	

bands,	and	social	contexts	to	avoid	a-historical	tendencies’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.327),	

except	 where	 this	 information	 compromised	 the	 anonymity	 of	 informants.	 A	 further	

requirement	imposed	by	institutional	approval	to	conduct	the	research	was	the	design	and	

distribution	 of	 two	 documents:	 an	 ‘Informed	 Consent	 Information	 Sheet’	 and	 a	 ‘Consent	

Form’.	In	all	cases,	these	documents	were	emailed	to	participants	prior	to	interview.	Several	

respondents	 later	 told	 me	 that	 receiving	 these	 materials	 prompted	 them	 to	 think	

purposively	and	reflexively	about	their	own	participation	 in	the	scene	and	that	this	helped	

them	 to	 prepare	 emotionally	 for	 their	 interview.	 More	 than	 half	 of	 the	 respondents	

admitted	 to	 not	 having	 read	 to	 completion	 (or	 at	 all)	 any	 of	 these	materials	 prior	 to	my	

explanation	of	them	at	interview.	All	respondents	were	also	given	the	opportunity	to	receive	

a	 full	 transcription	 of	 their	 interview	 at	 the	 first	 available	 opportunity.	 Though	 several	

requested	 that	 I	 do	 this,	 no	 one	 admitted	 to	 having	 read	 the	 transcription	 in	 full,	 often	



	 154	

commenting	that	they	found	the	process	extremely	awkward.	This	may	have	been	the	result	

of	my	decision	not	to	 ‘clean	up’	the	transcriptions	and	to	 include	every	pause	and	error	 in	

syntax,	as	well	as	all	profanity	and	colloquialisms.	I	also	offered	to	send	interviewees	notice	

of	publications	that	included	data	they	provided.	Only	one	individual	has	ever	requested	an	

electronic	copy	of	a	publication.	

In	an	environment	where	‘talking	too	much’	or	‘trying	too	hard’	is	read	as	a	reliable	

marker	of	inauthenticity	(see	Muggleton	2000,	p.90;	Hodkinson	2005,	p.137-8;	Driver	2011),	

I	wanted	 respondents	 to	 tell	me	about	 their	 intimate	 thoughts	 and	 feelings.	 It	was	 in	 this	

context	that	my	subcultural	capital	perhaps	yielded	the	most	significant	dividends.	Similarly,	

Hannerz	 recalls	 how	 provision	 of	 ‘code	 talk’	 (see	 Nash	 1980)	 was	 helpful	 in	 getting	

informants	 to	 ‘express	 themselves	 and	 interact	 in	 a	 way	 that	 made	 them	 comfortable’	

(2013,	p.89).	Perhaps	this	is,	as	Hancock	and	Lorr	(2013)	found	in	their	study	of	the	Chicago	

Hardcore	Scene,	useful	 in	mediating	the	formality	of	the	research	process.	As	Hancock	and	

Lorr	note:	

The	interview/conversation	process	was	as	 informal	as	possible	 in	order	to	prompt	

participants	 to	 express	 what	 the	 practices	 meant	 to	 them,	 why	 they	 engaged	 in	

them,	 and	 how	 the	 musical	 practices	 related	 to	 their	 self-conception,	 group	

cohesion,	and	political	disposition,	while	realizing	that	music	 is	not	always	of	equal	

importance	for	all	members	of	this	particular	community	(ibid.	p.326).	

This	 strategy,	 which	 is	 particularly	 accessible	 to	 the	 insider	 researcher,	 is	 not	 without	 its	

drawbacks.	 As	 DeLyser	 observes,	 ‘In	 a	 close-knit	 group	 much	 is	 communicated	 with	 an	

assumed	shared	knowledge’	(2001.	p.444;	see	also,	Porteus	1988).	While	this	may	appear	to	

be	 a	 problem	 for	 researchers	 working	 with	 more	 ‘substantive’	 cultural	 groupings	 (see	

Hodkinson	2005),	 insider	researchers	studying	rather	more	broadly-defined	groupings	have	

identified	 the	 disadvantages	 of	 operationalising	 familiarities.	 Hannerz,	 for	 example,	 notes	

how	 during	 one-to-one	 interviews,	 specifically,	 he	 ‘was	 often	 expected	 to	 validate	 or	
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comment	on	the	interviewee’s	answers’	(Hannerz	2013,	p.89).	As	an	older	participant	in	the	

straightedge	scene	he	was	researching,	Haenfler	also	noted	his	concern	that	his	age,	among	

other	markers	of	subcultural	distinction,	‘would	produce	a	level	of	respect’	(2006,	p.28)	for	

him	that	could	potentially	have	an	impact	on	his	interactions	during	fieldwork.	While	these	

issues	are	more	prominent	in	the	literature	concerning	friend-informants,	it	is	clear	that	they	

demand	equal	attention	from	slightly	more	socially	detached	insider	researchers.	The	latter	

category	 is	much	more	appropriate	here.	Where	 ‘answers	 to	 interview	questions	 tend[ed]	

toward	 the	 brief,	 leaving	much	 implied’	 (DeLyser	 2001,	 p.44),	 the	 repetition	 of	 follow-up	

questions	often	become	tedious	and	affected	the	informality	I	was	working	to	create	in	the	

setting.	Certainly,	I	found	this	to	be	a	more	frequent	occurrence	than	any	attempts	to	seek	

my	validation.	Generally,	 the	more	 stop-start	 the	 interviews	became,	 the	 less	 comfortable	

and	therefore	less	amiable	the	interviewees	felt	towards	the	research	and,	indeed,	my	dual	

positionality	 as	 participant-researcher.	 In	 instances	where	 I	 was	 unable	 to	 curb	 the	 social	

awkwardness	 of	 the	 interview	 situation	 –	 and	 the	 interviews	 necessarily	 became	 more	

structured	–	respondents	tended	to	pique	sociological	themes	much	more	suspiciously	and	

erred	more	 noticeably	 on	 the	 side	 of	 discursive	 caution.	 There	 were	moments	 when	 the	

slightly	more	formal	context	of	a	recorded	interview	facilitated	a	degree	of	tension;	palpable	

strain	between	my	identities	of	 ‘scene	member’,	on	the	one	hand,	and	‘researcher’	on	the	

other.	I	recall	an	instance	with	John,	a	27	year	old,	self-employed	health	worker,	when,	after	

pressing	 too	hard	 for	an	explanation,	 the	 respondent	exclaimed,	“Stop	 tryin’	 to	get	me	 to	

fuckin’	say	the	stuff	you	want,	man!”	Indeed:	‘When	someone	knows	that	you	already	know	

an	 answer,	 any	 probing	 for	 details	 may	 just	 aggravate	 the	 interviewee’	 (DeLyser	 2001,	

p.444).		

Despite	 incidents	 like	 these,	 several	 of	 the	 interviewees	 remarked	 on	 the	

satisfaction	they	experienced	as	a	result	of	the	interview	process.	This	kind	of	reaction	is	not	

unprecedented.	 As	 Haenfler,	 reflecting	 on	 his	 own	 research	 with	 straightedgers,	 notes:	
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‘Participants	regularly	commented	that	sharing	their	stories	was	an	empowering	experience	

and	that	the	 interview	had	made	them	reconsider	 [their	 identities]	 in	new	and	meaningful	

ways’	 (2006,	p.26).	 Such	was	 the	experience	of	Brian,	34,	a	 vocalist	 in	a	Gold	Coast-based	

hardcore	band:		

CD:	Thanks	for	taking	the	time,	mate.	I	know	that	was	longer	than	I	said…		

BN:	Nah,	it’s	good	to	sit	down	and	talk	about	this	stuff.	It’s	not	like	I’d	say	that	stuff	

to	mates	or	whatever...	you	know...	on	 the	reg[ular].	And,	you	know...	 I’ve	poured	

eighteen	years	of	my	life	into	this	and	this	is	probably	the	realest	conversation	I’ve	

ever	had	about	it.		

CD:	How	do	you	feel?	

BN:	Feels	good!	Makes	me	wanna	play	a	fuckin’	show!	

Brian’s	 testimony	 also	 serves	 to	 underline	 how	 infrequently	 participants	 explicitly	 discuss	

their	own	participation	in	and	ideas	about	the	hardcore	scene	with	each	other.		

Conclusion:	Researching	the	Technologies	of	Hardcore	

In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 have	 detailed	 the	 methodological	 decisions	 and	 experiences	 that	 have	

shaped	this	study,	not	only	 in	terms	of	the	collation	of	empirical	data,	but	also	 in	terms	of	

theoretical	 project	 of	 the	 research.	 I	 began	 by	 locating	 the	 research	 within	 the	 canon	 of	

ethnographic	 research	 that	 is	 carried	 out	 by	 the	 ‘Insider-Researcher’.	 In	 doing	 so,	 I	 have	

located	my	own	subjectivity	as	an	agency	within	the	field	in	which	I	carried	out	the	research.	

Yet,	in	contrast	to	the	normative	empirical	project	of	ethnographic	work	on	musico-stylistic	

groupings,	 I	 have	 also	 suggested	 that	 this	 research	 can	 be	 juxtaposed	 with	 ‘nominalist’	

works	 that	 seek	 to	 produce	 taxonomies	 of	 the	 various	 groupings,	 which	 comprise	 music	

scenes.	On	the	contrary,	I	have	taken	the	precarious	step	of	suggesting	that	there	is	much	to	

be	gained	from	interpreting	the	subjective	testimony	of	participants	of	music	scenes	through	

a	 new	 theoretical	 lens,	 which	 acknowledges	 that	 the	 motivations	 for	 action	 in	 and	 the	

affective	 experiences	 of	 collective	musical	 practice	may	not	 be	 reflexively	 available	 to	 the	
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actors	themselves.	The	aim	then	is	to	bridge	the	gap	between	the	scholarship	that	seeks	to	

essentialise	 distinctive	 cultural	 groupings	 by	 ignoring	 the	 subjective	 experiences	 of	

participants	and	that	which	attempts	to	classify	and	organise	the	empirical	diversity	of	these	

groups	without	engaging	with	the	social	practices	that	binds	these	groupings	together.		

	 The	primary	means	by	which	this	research	attempts	to	achieve	this	is	by	shifting	the	

focus	 of	 enquiry	 away	 from	 articulations	 of	 meaning	 in	 the	 subjective	 experiences	 of	

participants,	 towards	 a	 focus	 on	 body	 techniques	 and	 pedagogics.	 By	 investigating	 the	

means	 by	 which	 hardcore	 kids	 both	 construct	 (in	 discourse)	 and	 cultivate	 (in	 practice)	

authentic	hardcore	identities	and	thus	make	their	claims	to	membership	in	the	scene,	I	aim	

to	 describe	 the	 processes	 through	 which	 Hardcore	 is	 brought	 into	 use	 as	 a	 material	

resources	 that	 is	 rendered	 impactful	 primarily	 in	 its	 co-presence	 with	 other	 things.	 This	

concern	 with	 the	 ritualised	 opportunities	 for	 distinctive	 experiences	 of	 perception	 and	

action	 is	 also	 the	 primary	means	 through	which	 hardcore	 kids	 cultivate	 a	 sense	 of	 group	

solidarity	and	collective	 identity.	Thus,	while	music	remains	an	 important	cultural	resource	

for	the	articulation	of	meaning,	it	can	also	be	understood	as	a	technology	–	of	both	the	self	

and	the	collective	–	but	one	which	can	only	be	understood	in	relations	to	the	environments	

of	its	consumption.	
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Chapter	Six:	Technologies	of	Authenticity	

All	subcultures	make	distinctions	between	the	genuine	article	and	the	Johnny-come-

lately,	but	within	hardcore	circles	 this	became	the	predominant	 focus	 in	 itself,	 the	

purpose	of	cultural	practice	and	the	center	of	 its	symbolic	universe.	 (Moore,	2004,	

p.321)	

Real	Punks	and	Pretenders	

Since	Hebdige’s	foundational	study	of	punk	in	metropolitan	London	(1979),	much	academic	

debate	has	centred	upon	the	issue	of	what	it	means	to	be	‘authentically’	punk	or,	indeed,	an	

‘authentic	member’	of	any	subcultural	grouping.	As	Hebdige	wrote,	‘the	distinction	between	

originals	and	hangers-on	is	always	a	significant	one	in	subculture’	(1979,	p.122).	While	these	

words	were	 crafted	 in	 support	 of	what	 are	 now	widely	 criticised	 assertions	 regarding	 the	

subversive	potential	of	the	signification	practices	that	comprise	subcultural	life,	at	the	time	

that	 Hebdige	 offered	 his	 ‘readings’	 of	 subcultural	 style,	 scholars	 had	 already,	 as	was	 duly	

pointed	 out,	 observed	 a	 degree	 of	 salience	 in	 such	 distinctions	 within	 the	 discourse	 of	

subcultural	 participants.	 Hebdige	 quotes	 various	 examples	 of	 pejorative	 labels	 affixed	 to	

those	 perceived	 as	 inauthentic	 punks,	 rastafarians	 and	 hippies.	 The	 same	 went	 for	 ‘the	

mods’,	who	‘had	an	intricate	system	of	classification	whereby	the	“faces”	and	“stylists”	who	

made	 up	 the	 original	 coterie	 were	 defined	 against	 the	 unimaginative	 majority	 -	 the	

pedestrian	 “kids”	 and	 “scooter	 boys”	who	were	 accused	 of	 trivializing	 and	 coarsening	 the	

precious	mod	style’	(ibid.).	This	relationship	between	subcultural	lexica	-	the	labels	that	are	

gleaned	 from	the	directly	observable	discursive	practices	of	 subcultural	participants	within	

various	 groupings	 -	 and	 the	 subsequent	 attempts	 by	 researchers	 to	 neatly	 define	 the	

authentic	participants	of	subcultures,	can	be	traced	at	least	as	far	back	as	Becker’s	seminal	
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work	on	the	 jazz	scene	and	the	so-called	 ‘squares’	who	served	 important	symbolic	roles	 in	

the	discourse	of	that	group	(1963).	

Becker’s	 contention	was	 that	 oppositional	 labelling	 practices	were	 the	 basis	 upon	

which	 ‘people	 who	 engage	 in	 activities	 regarded	 as	 deviant’	 were	 able	 to	 ‘develop	 a	

culture…	 around	 the	 problems	 arising	 out	 of	 the	 differences	 between	 their	 definition	 of	

what	they	do	and	the	definition	held	by	other	members	of	the	society’	(2005	[1963],	p.439).	

In	fact,	this	became	the	basis	of	Becker’s	greatest	theoretical	contribution	to	scholarship	on	

‘deviance’	 (ibid.).	 By	 constructing	 their	 own	 behaviours	 as	 oppositional	 to	 the	 inauthentic	

‘squares’,	 Becker’s	 musicians	 worked	 to	 authenticate	 their	 own	 identities	 and	 associated	

behaviours.	 As	 Becker	 explains,	 ‘these	 cultures	 operate	 within,	 and	 in	 distinction	 to,	 the	

culture	of	the	larger	society,	[and]	they	are	often	called	subcultures’	(ibid.)	in	the	sense	that	

‘musicians	are	different	 from	and	better	 than	other	kinds	of	people	and	accordingly	ought	

not	to	be	subject	to	the	[cultural]	control	of	outsiders’	(Becker	2005	[1963],	p.441).	Noting	

how	such	‘identity-forming	strategies’	actually	operate	at	a	much	more	mundane,	everyday	

level	 just	 as	 ubiquitously	within	 the	 so-called	 ‘larger	 society’,	Williams	 has	 suggested	 that	

‘such	labeling	is	a	basic	function	of	cognition	and	language’	(2011,	p.130).	It	is	therefore	not	

surprising	 that	 ‘subculturalists	 objectify	 the	boundaries	 between	 themselves	 and	 so-called	

outsiders	 through	 their	 own	 everyday	 discourse’	 (ibid.).	 The	 visibility	 of	 this	 process	 in	

subcultural	 studies	 is	 simply	 because	 academics	 often	 follow	 the	 ‘in	 vivo	 strategies’	

(Williams	2011,	p.130-1)	for	the	construction	of	identity	while	producing	their	empirical	and	

analytical	categories.	That	 is,	academic	 interest	concerning	those	who	are	 ‘real	punks’	and	

those	who	are	‘pretenders’	(Fox	1987)	follows	from	the	empirical	salience	of	these	questions	

in	 the	 data.	 ‘We	 can	 see	 how	 obviously	 important	 authenticity	 is	 for	 participants,’	 notes	

Williams,	‘because	so	much	of	their	discourse	is	concerned	with	it’	(2011,	p.141).	The	point	

here	 is	 that,	 ‘authenticity	 is	 viewed	 as	 a	 discourse	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 social	 fact,	 and	 the	

methods	 through	which	authenticity	claims	are	made	and	negotiated’	 (ibid.)	have	become	
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the	focus,	not	the	categories	themselves.	Authenticity	must	be	cultivated	and	sustained;	it	is	

constructed	by	‘attaching	labels	that	put...	[us	and]	others	into	categories’	(ibid.	p.129).	

The	 excerpt	 from	Moore	 (2004)	 that	 is	 included	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 chapter	

highlights	the	empirical	fact	that	these	processes	retain	salience	in	the	everyday	discourse	of	

hardcore	 scene	members,	 too.	As	Widdicombe	and	Wooffitt	 confirm,	 the	primary	ways	 in	

which	subculturalists	work	to	cultivate	authentic	 identities	 is	by	constructing	themselves	in	

opposition	 to	 those	who	 are	 perceived	 to	 be	 outside	 of	 their	 cultural	 groupings,	 or	 those	

whose	 affiliations	with	 the	 same	 cultural	 grouping	 is	 perceived	 as	 contrived	 or	 superficial	

(1995	 p.274).	 Williams	 refers	 to	 these	 discursive	 ‘methods	 of	 identification’	 via	 the	 dual	

concepts	 of	 the	 ‘insider/outsider	 dichotomy’	 and	 the	 ‘internal	 status	 hierarchy’	 (2011,	

p.129).	Another	way	of	saying	this	is	that	subcultural	authenticity	is	claimed	by	establishing	

cultural	distance	from	both	mainstream,	‘normal’	people,	as	well	as	from	others	making	like	

claims	 to	 distinction	 and	 authenticity.	We	 can	 extend	 this	 also	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 establishing	

cultural	distance	from	essentialised	representations	of	the	subcultural	in	everyday	discourse.	

Subcultural	 participants	 regularly	 spur	 subcultural	 labels	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 claim	 their	

authenticity	at	a	personal,	individualised	level	(see	Muggleton	2000,	p.90).	Andes	(1998)	has	

suggested	 that	 those	who	 identify	with	punk	do	 so	across	 specific	 trajectories,	 comprising	

three	 distinct	 phases	 of	 identification	 -	 rebellion,	 affiliation	 and,	 finally,	 transcendence	

(Andes	 in	Williams	2011,	p.139).	Andes	observed	how	punks	gradually	 shift	 the	 ‘reference	

group’	 against	 which	 they	 make	 their	 claims	 to	 status	 and	 distinction	 as	 they	 accrue	

subcultural	knowledge	and	experience.	Whereas	 individuals	begin	their	subcultural	careers	

by	 gauging	 their	 behaviours	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 shocking	 they	 are	 to	 ‘parents,	 peers,	 [and]	

teachers’,	 a	 transition	 to	 the	 ‘affiliation’	phase	 is	 ‘marked	by	a	 shift	 in	 reference	group’	 in	

which	 ‘individuals	 begin	 to	 see	 themselves	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 members	 of	 the	

subculture’	(Andes	in	Williams	2011,	p.139).	Finally,	punks	begin	to	define	their	practices	in	

ideological	 terms	 and	 view	 participation	 as	 something	 that	 is	 more	 authentically	 enacted	
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and	 expressed	 on	 an	 individual	 basis.	 While	 the	 discursive	 construction	 of	 authenticity	

remains	an	ongoing	process,	strategies	shift	and	may	assume	varying	degrees	of	significance	

for	 individuals	 across	 trajectories	 of	 affiliation.	 ‘Social	 identities	 are	 relatively	 trans-

situational	and	enduring…	[and]	they	 last	as	 long	as	people	 identify	themselves	and	others	

with	 specific	 categories	 or	 groups	 of	 people,’	 suggests	 Williams;	 ‘They	 are	 constructed	

through	attaching	labels	that	put	themselves	or	others	into	categories’	(2011,	p.129).	While	

Andes	emphasises	that	punks’	strategies	for	the	performance	and	maintenance	of	identity	is	

a	 progressive	 trajectory,	 Williams	 has	 argued	 instead	 that	 social,	 status,	 and	 personal	

identifications	‘coexist’	(ibid.	p.144).		

In	 his	 extensive	 ethnographic	 study	 of	 local	 punk	 scenes	 in	 Europe	 and	 Southeast	

Asia,	Hannerz	also	constructs	authentic	performances	of	punk	as	manufactured	through	the	

acquisition	 of	 cultural	 distance	 from	 what	 is	 perceived	 as	 an	 inauthentic	 life.	 Although	

Hannerz	argues	that	the	binary	logic	through	which	objects	(including	people)	are	classified	

as	 sacred	 or	 profane,	 subcultural	 or	 mainstream,	 reveals	 the	 substantive	 content	 of	

subcultures	 -	 that	 is,	 the	 ‘subcultural	backdrop’	 ((2013,	p.67)	 -	he	does	 so	with	 the	caveat	

that	 these	 poles	 remain	 in	 constant	 flux.	 ‘To	 authenticate	 an	 object,	 action,	 or	 person,’	

writes	Hannerz,	‘is	to	bring	the	subcultural	backdrop	to	the	front	and	to	do	so	in	front	of	a	

specific	audience’.	In	other	words,	claims	are	made	against	the	resources	that	are	available	

at	any	one	time	and	within	a	given	context.	That	is	to	say,	that	‘authenticity	claims	serve	to	

root	 people	 in	 identities	 that	 are	meaningful	 to	 them’	 (Williams	 2011,	 p.	 144).	 In	 such	 a	

model,	authentic	subcultural	identity	is	viewed	as	a	discursive	construction	that	is	constantly	

negotiated	 by	 participants,	 who	 make	 their	 claims	 to	 authenticity	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways.	

Indeed,	 ‘authenticity	may	 be	 grounded	 in	many	 different	 types	 of	 claims’	 (Williams	 2011,	

p.141).	In	this	chapter,	I	present	an	analysis	of	the	discursive	construction	of	authenticity,	as	

it	 appears	 in	 the	 testimony	of	 hardcore	 kids	 in	Australia.	 In	 doing	 so,	 I	 aim	 to	unpack	 the	

ways	 in	 which	 both	 social	 and	 personal	 claims	 to	 the	 authentic	 are	 grounded	 in	 local	
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experiences,	 revealing	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 value	 structures	 that	 operate	within	 the	 scene.	 As	

Hannerz	notes,	 ‘we	need	 to	address	how	claims,	acceptances,	or	 refusals	of	 the	authentic	

enact	 a	 subcultural	 backdrop’	 (ibid.	 p.67;	 original	 emphasis).	 The	 subcultural	 -	 what	 is	

‘inside’	and	‘authentic’	-	becomes	visible	and	articulated	through	discourse:	‘the	foundation	

for…	 subcultural	 structure[s]	 rests	 on	 an	 articulated	 difference	 to	 the	 undifferentiated,	 or	

what	is	referred	to	as	the	mainstream’	by	participants	(Hannerz	2013,	p.71).		

“Hardcore	At	Heart”	

Hebdige’s	 ‘infamous	 distinction’	 (Muggleton	 2000,	 p.21)	 between	 the	 so-called	 ‘original’	

purveyors	 of	 the	 punk	 style	 and	 the	 more	 passive	 subcultural	 ‘hangers-on’	 (see	 Hebdige	

1979,	p.122)	was	grounded	 in	 the	 ‘essentializing	discourse’	 (Williams	2011,	p.130)	of	 class	

identity.	 Punk	 was	 viewed	 as	 an	 authentic	 expression	 of	 working	 class	 culture	 and	 the	

associated	experience	of	marginalisation	-	the	 ‘original’	punks	were	deemed	‘authentic’,	at	

least	partly	because	the	lived	experience	of	their	ascribed	class	status	made	it	so.	Similarly,	

hardcore	lore	is	saturated	with	narratives	about	alienation	and	disenfranchisement,	despite	

its	genesis	 in	 the	mostly	white,	middle	class	enclaves	of	 suburban	America.	While	working	

class	experiences	or	backgrounds	are	at	least	partly	connected	to	the	personal	identities	of	

many	hardcore	kids,	most	of	those	who	participated	in	my	research	rejected	the	notion	that	

the	 feelings	 of	 marginalisation	 were	 bound	 to	 class	 identity.	 This	 was	 demonstrated	 by	

Michael’s	 description	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 sanctuary	 for	 anyone	 who	 feels	

marginalised	or	‘outcast’	by	social	pressure	to	conform	to	norms	and	expectations.		

If	 you’re	outcast	 from	society,	 if	 you	 feel	 like	you	can’t	 slot	 in	 line	with	 the	whole	

systematic	routine	of	 living,	and	 if	you	feel	that,	 for	the	most	part,	you’re	frowned	

upon	or	you’re	not	accepted	in	a	way	that	a	lot	of	other	normal	people	can	just	slot	

in	 line	 and	 feel	 like	 they’re	 part	 of	 society,	 then	 I	 guess	 you’ve	 got	 something	 to	

show	and	express,	or	you’re	part	of	something	else	 that	you	can	relate	with	other	
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people.	And	I	feel	 like	hardcore;	 it	brings	people	like	that	together,	you	know...	 It’s	

like,	“Let’s	do	this	together!	We’re	different	to	everybody	else.”		

We	can	see	here	that	 the	experience	of	authentic	hardcore	kids	 is	 juxtaposed	with	that	of	

people	 from	 wider	 society.	 Hardcore	 kids	 aren’t	 “normal”	 and	 are	 “frowned	 upon”	 and	

marginalised	by	people	who	passively	accept	and	“slot	 in	line”	with	the	social	expectations	

of	“society”.	Hardcore,	Michael	says,	is	a	space	where	those	unable	or	unwilling	to	conform	

can	become	 “part	of	 something”	 that	 is	 separated	 from	“everybody	else”.	 The	 criteria	 for	

membership	are	constructed	as	a	general	sense	of	social	exclusion	and	the	desire	to	express	

distinction	from	the	out-group.	It	is	worth	pointing	out	that	Michael	was	responding	directly	

to	a	question	about	whether	some	people	might	find	it	difficult	to	understand	what	a	young	

white	man	 living	on	 the	Gold	Coast	might	have	 to	 feel	 angry	about.	 Indeed,	much	writing	

about	 hardcore	 carries	 no	 small	 degree	 of	 condescension	 with	 regards	 to	 these	 mostly	

white,	heteroxsexual	 cismen’s	claims	 to	experiences	of	marginalisation	or	exclusion.	While	

Michael’s	point	seems	vague	and	especially	unhelpful	in	terms	of	strengthening	such	claims,	

it	 is	 only	 an	 extension	 of	 hardcore’s	 famously	 ‘nebulous’	 and	 esoteric	 (Sewell	 2012,	 p.39)	

subject	matter.	Yet,	hardcore	kids	have	always	expressed	that	sentiment	by	constructing	the	

scene	as	a	kind	of	‘safe	haven’	from	the	everyday.	As	Brian,	a	34	year	old	vocalist	and	tattoo	

shop	 employee,	 explained,	 the	 real	 point	 of	 hardcore	 is	 that	 it	 provides	 important	 spaces	

where	“you	can	let	go	of	everything”.	Hardcore,	he	says,	is	a	“mental	thing”:	

Don’t	 go	 there	 thinking	 you’re	 better	 than	 anyone	 else.	 Hardcore	 has	 never	 been	

about	that.	And	everyone	will	say	it,	that’s	why	it’s	a	cliché	term,	but,	whether	it	be	

for	 the	mental	 thing	of	seeing	mates	or	whatever...	 that’s	where	you	can	 let	go	of	

everything.	It’s	like	going	to	a	safe	haven.	

James,	 a	 26	 year	 old	 straightedge	health	 and	 safety	worker,	 also	 suggested	 that	 hardcore	

was	a	way	to	“escape”	the	feelings	of	marginalisation	-	the	“bad	side”	of	social	participation	
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-	that	hardcore	kids	experience	during	their	“necessary”	work	and	personal	lives	outside	of	

the	scene.	As	James	explained:	

Hardcore’s	just	something	that	we	all	do	to	escape	the	necessary	things	[outside	of	

the	hardcore	scene]	that	we	do	[to	participate	in	society],	but	the	bad	side	to	those	

necessary	things.	

James’	 testimony	 is	 interesting	 in	 that	 it	 emphasises	 the	 collective	 experience	 of	 doing	

hardcore.	Indeed,	the	point	of	this	‘doing’	lies	in	the	provision	of	opportunities	for	cathartic	

experience.	While	the	data	also	work	toward	the	construction	of	the	in-group,	James’	point	

is	 different	 in	 important	 ways	 to	 Michael’s	 earlier	 contention	 that	 hardcore	 provides	 a	

context	for	the	expression	of	particular	feelings.	To	escape	is	not	to	confront;	it	is	above	all	a	

felt	 and	 emotional	 state	 rather	 than	 a	 symbolic	 articulation.	 The	 two	 may	 indeed	 be	

connected	-	 the	very	notion	of	catharsis	 implies	an	open	expression	of	emotion	-	but	each	

occurs	on	 irretrievably	 separate	planes	of	 existence	 (see,	 for	 this	philosophy,	Deleuze	and	

Guattari	1987).	Still,	hardcore	is	something	that	is	collectively	produced	and	experienced;	it	

is	something	the	in-group	does	to	escape	the	oppressive	structures	of	the	out-group.	Both,	

the	 release	 of	 excess	 emotion	 and	 the	 catharsis	 it	 provides,	 point	 to	 the	 primary	 role	 of	

emotion	 in	 authentic	 productions	 of	 hardcore.	 In	 order	 to	 authentically	 participate,	 one	

must	first	have	an	excess	of	emotion,	borne	of	ascribed	outsider	status.	

If	 one	 of	 the	 primary	 ways	 in	 which	 subcultural	 participants	 construct	 identity	 is	

through	 the	 discursive	 positioning	 of	 their	 own	 self-concept	 against	 a	 homogenised	 ‘not-

subcultural’	other,	such	a	distinction	was	not	commonly	invoked	on	any	ideological	grounds.	

Just	as	bands	are	not	identified	as	hardcore	based	on	their	specific	sonic	aesthetic	or	claims	

to	 ideological	 allegiances	 (as	will	 be	 explored	more	 fully	 in	 Chapter	 Seven),	 hardcore	 kids	

seldom	 claim	 their	 authenticity	 through	 attachment	 to	 a	 core	 subcultural	 ideology.	 As	

Michael	suggested,	“you	don’t	have	to	fit	all	these	fuckin’	DIY	ideals”	to	be	hardcore:			
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I	mean,	you	can	be	a	hardcore	band	and	still	be	on	the	Soundwave	tour.	You	don’t	

have	to	fit	all	 these	fuckin’	DIY	 ideals.	You	shouldn’t	be	called	a	sell-out.	There	are	

other	ways	of	expressing	the	hardcore	movement	to	a	totally	different	demographic	

of	 people	 and	 to	 maybe	 capture	 a	 few	 people	 that	 were	 hardcore	 at	 heart	 but	

maybe	never	knew	about	it.	

In	the	above	extract,	Michael	constructs	“Soundwave”,	an	annual	music	festival	with	a	focus	

on	 heavy	 music	 genres	 (including	 hardcore)	 that	 was	 held	 in	 major	 capital	 cities	 around	

Australia	 from	 2004-2015,	 as	 the	 antithesis	 of	 hardcore	 “ideals”.	 While	 Soundwave	 was	

initially	financed	by	multinational	corporate	sponsors	and	produced,	by	way	of	multi-million	

dollar	 contracts,	 by	an	assortment	of	 commercial	 organisations	both	within	 the	Australian	

music	 industry	 (Purtill,	 March	 22,	 2016)	 and	 outside	 it,	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 has	 often	

championed	a	‘do-it-yourself’	(“DIY”)	ideology	(Haenfler	2006,	p.24).	This	was	the	legacy	of	a	

music	scene	that	emerged	in	reaction	to	the	unfettered	mass	corporatisation	of	punk	in	the	

late	1970s.	Yet,	Michael	 is	at	pains	to	argue	that	authenticity	hinges	on	being	“hardcore	at	

heart”,	 rather	 than	 any	 commitment	 to	 DIY.	 The	 “hardcore	 at	 heart”	 discourse	 has	 its	

counterparts	 in	 other	 subcultural	 spaces.	 Widdicombe	 and	 Wooffitt	 (1990;	 1995)	 have	

‘repeatedly	 found	 that	 subculturalists	 referenced	 some	 internal	 part	 of	 themselves	 as	 the	

source	for	their	[musico-stylistic]	decision[s]’	(Williams	2011,	p.142).	Williams	contends	that	

‘claims	 for	 an	 individualistic	 basis	 of	 subcultural	 authenticity	 extend	 beyond	 accounts	 of	

sartorial	choice’	(ibid.	p.143).	I	would	suggest	that	this	not	only	extends	beyond	matters	of	

body	 adornment,	 but	 also	 to	 ideology.	 Yet,	 there	 is	 also	 a	 tacit	 acknowledgement	 that	

hardcore	 should,	 or	 at	 least	 could,	 stand	 for	 something.	 As	 Michael	 says,	 the	 “hardcore	

movement”	implies	“strict”	anti-corporate	and	even	anti-capitalistic	values	in	its	ideal	form:	

There	are	guys	out	there	that	would	say	that	I’m	not	a	hardcore	kid.	They’d	say	I’m	

not	hardcore	because	I	contribute	to	a	massive	production	line	of	construction	and	I	
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put	all	my	time	direct	to	industries	that	I,	in	fact,	despise	myself.	But	the	truth	is	you	

gotta	do	what	you	gotta	do	to	get	by.	And	not	everyone	can	be,	not	everybody	can	

live	such	a…	I	don’t	know	how	to	say	it…	Not	everybody	can	do	just	the	one	view	of	

being	so	strict	to	the	hardcore	movement.	

Michael’s	testimony	is	interesting	because	it	appears	to	offer	contradictory	discourses	with	

regards	 to	 what	 constitutes	 ‘authentically’	 doing	 hardcore.	 While	 his	 main	 point	 is	 to	

separate	 the	 discourse	 of	 authentic	 participation	 from	 the	 political	 implications	 of	

contributing	to	a	“massive	production	line	of	construction”,	Michael	also	acknowledges	that	

multiple	 perspectives	 on	 what	 it	 means,	 ideologically,	 to	 claim	 a	 hardcore	 identity	 exist	

within	the	scene	and	alludes	to	the	contrasting	ideas	of	“guys	out	there”.	It	is	worth	noting	

that,	 while	 Michael	 finds	 these	 ideas	 to	 constitute	 an	 impractical,	 even	 unattainable,	

subcultural	ideal,	he	also	identifies	with	them.	Michael	claims	to	“despise”	the	industries	to	

which	 he	 is	 forced	 to	 contribute	 his	 own	 labour	 in	 order	 to	 “get	 by”,	 reiterating	 James’	

contention	 (discussed	 above)	 that	 hardcore	 is	merely	 an	 escape	 from	what	 hardcore	 kids	

claim	are	 the	 “necessary”	evils	of	 life	outside	 the	 scene.	 It	 is	 a	 kind	of	double	articulation	

whereby	hardcore	kids	claim	subcultural	distinction	without	undertaking	the	onerous	task	of	

having	to	embody	these	values	or	suffer	the	sanctions	if	they	do	not.	

By	 these	measures,	 doing	 hardcore	 constitutes	 being	 hardcore.	 To	 be	 hardcore	 is	

simply	 to	 withdraw	 any	 measure	 of	 your	 time	 and	 labour	 for	 the	 scene,	 and	 to	 thus	

withdraw	it	from	the	“outside”.	The	simple	act	of	“being	at	the	show	and	being	involved”	is	

the	most	important	criteria	in	the	authentication	of	identity.	The	claim	to	a	hardcore	identity	

does	not	require	total	participation	in	a	way	that	demands	withdrawal	from	life	outside	the	

scene,	 since	 all	 participants	 must	 also	 do	 the	 “necessary	 things”.	 Jarrod,	 who	 described	

himself	 as	 a	 “pretty	 standard	 blue	 collar	worker”,	who	 “work[s]	with	 a	 demographic	 that	

most	 hardcore	 kids	 couldn’t	 tolerate,	 full	 stop”,	 because	 they’re	 behaviour	 goes	 “against	
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everything	 hardcore	 stands	 for”,	 said	 hardcore	was	 simply	 a	 space	 for	 people	 like	 him	 to	

“get	through	the	grind”.		

It	doesn’t	matter	who	you	are,	it	doesn’t	matter	what	your	age,	where	you’re	from,	

what	your	background	or	heritage	is	-	it	doesn’t	fucking	matter!	[Doing]	hardcore	is	

as	 simple	 as	 being	 at	 the	 show	 and	 being	 involved.	 Your	 outside	 life	 and	 the	

perspective	 you	 live,	 it	 shouldn’t	 matter.	 That’s	 the	 way	 I	 look	 at	 it.	 So,	 au	

contraire...	whatever...	fuck!	I	don’t	agree	with	that	shit.	I	think	what	you	do	[when	

you’re	not	at	a	show]	is	what	you	do	outside.	 If	you	come	to	a	hardcore	show	and	

support	 the	 movement	 and	 everything	 that	 it	 is	 then	 you’re	 a	 hardcore	 kid,	 no	

matter	what.	

Michael’s	testimony	is	an	appeal	to	authenticity	through	the	construction	of	‘social	identity’,	

as	 theorised	by	Williams	 (2011,	p.139-143).	The	construction	of	 social	 identity	emphasises	

how	‘successful	identification	[with	a	subcultural	group]	rests	upon	expressing	a	similarity	of	

self	to	one’s	peers,	as	well	as	a	distinction	from	members	of	mainstream	society’	(Williams	

2006,	p.177).	Hardcore	kids	require	each	other	to	collectively	legitimate	and	subvert	feelings	

of	marginalisation	and	malcontent.	 It	 is	the	activity	of	hardcore	that	both	unites	them	as	a	

group	 and	 marks	 them	 off	 from	 others.	 As	 Michael	 proselytised,	 categories	 such	 as	 age,	

personal	history,	and	cultural	background	are	irrelevant	-	the	caveat	here	being	that	“if	you	

come	to	a	hardcore	show”,	you	must	“support	the	movement	and	everything	that	it	is”.	Ron,	

a	28	year	old	musician	and	construction	worker,	who	also	regularly	deployed	the	‘hardcore	

at	 heart’	 discourse,	 reiterated	Michael’s	 point.	 Indeed,	 for	 both	men,	 being	 “hardcore	 at	

heart”	is	constructed	against	getting	“caught	up	in	the	whole	status	of	being	a	hardcore	kid”.	

Indeed,	 authenticity	 is	 conferred	 in	 recognition	 of	 behaviour	 that	 contributes	 to	 the	

production	of	the	scene,	rather	than	the	individual:	
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I’m	a	hardcore	kid	at	heart	but	it	doesn’t	consume	my	life.	I	feel	like	a	lot	of	people	

that	are	in	the	hardcore	scene	get	caught	up	in	the	whole	status	of	being	a	hardcore	

kid.	You	don’t	necessarily	have	to	live	and	die	by	the	hardcore	scene.	

Ron’s	 testimony	 is	 noteworthy	 because,	 by	 constructing	 any	 concern	 with	 “the	 status	 of	

being	a	hardcore	kid”	against	those	who	are	truly	“hardcore	at	heart”,	he	openly	and	very	

explicitly	acknowledges	the	competition	that	exists	within	the	scene	as	participants	pursue	

various	 forms	 of	 symbolic	 capital.	 The	 remaining	 sections	 of	 this	 chapter	will	 address	 the	

idea	that	internal	hierarchy	and	stratification	characterise	interaction	within	the	scene,	and	

will	also	offer	an	explanation	of	the	unequal	logic	by	which	these	are	constructed.	

Status	Hierarchies	and	Subcultural	Capital	

The	notion	that	all	one	need	do	is	“feel	exactly	what	other	people	feel”	in	order	to	achieve	

the	 status	 of	 being	 “a	 hardcore	 kid,	 no	 matter	 what”	 is	 certainly	 a	 nice	 idea,	 if	 only	 an	

idealistic	 one.	 While	 hardcore	 kids	 (like	 Ron	 and	 Michael	 above)	 regularly	 deploy	 the	

insider/outsider	dichotomy	as	a	way	of	claiming	authenticity	against	 the	mainstream,	 they	

also	 articulate	 the	 subcultural	 and	 their	 adherence	 to	 it	 via	 the	 construction	 of	 internal	

status	 hierarchies	 within	 the	 scene.	 As	 Williams	 observes,	 even	 the	 ‘simplest	 social	

groupings’	 exhibit	 ‘forms	 of	 status	 differentiation’	 (2011,	 p.133).	 That	 ‘certain	 people	 are	

held	 in	higher	or	 lesser	regard	as	a	result	of	where	they	came	from,	past	deeds	or	current	

behaviors	[sic],	who	they	know,	[or]	resources	they	have	access	to’	(ibid.)	has	been	a	feature	

of	 ethnographic	work	 on	 subcultures	 for	 some	 time.	 After	 all:	 ‘Distinctions	 are	 never	 just	

assertions	of	equal	difference;	they	usually	entail	some	claim	to	authority	and	presume	the	

inferiority	 of	 others’	 (Thornton	 2005	 [1995],	 p.185).	 Among	 hardcore	 kids,	 as	 in	 other	

musico-stylistic	groupings,	‘there	is	much	less	consensus	about	what’s	“hip”	than	what’s	not’	

(Thornton	 1995,	 p.13).	 Just	 as	 hardcore	 kids	 claim	 distinction	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	

inauthenticity	 of	 the	mainstream,	 they	 claim	 their	 in-group	 status	 in	 opposition	 to	 others	
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within	 the	 group.	While	 these	methods	 of	 authentication	 operate	 via	 the	 construction	 of	

discursive	 dichotomies,	 binary	 constructions	 of	 in-group	 stratification	 (in	 the	 vein	 of	

Hebdige’s	aforementioned	originals	and	hangers-on)	have	become	increasingly	outmoded	as	

scholars	have	sought	to	reveal	the	full	complexity	of	empirical	categories	that	operate	within	

subcultural	groups.	For	example	and	as	we	saw	 in	Chapter	Two,	 in	a	study	of	a	 local	punk	

scene	 in	 the	American	Midwest,	 Fox	outlined	 the	ways	 in	which	 the	young	participants	of	

that	scene	constructed	more	complex	social	hierarchies.	In	addition	to	the	binary	distinction	

between	‘real	punks	and	pretenders’,	Fox	found	that	there	were	actually	multiple	modes	of	

‘pretending’,	 each	of	which	afforded	more	or	 less	privilege	within	 the	 scene	based	on	 the	

degree	to	which	participants	were	able	to	commit	themselves	to	a	 lifestyle	that	embodied	

the	 counter-cultural	 values	 of	 ‘real’	 punk.	 Thornton’s	 conceptualisation	 of	 ‘subcultural	

capital’	 (1995)	 added	 nuance	 to	 the	 increasingly	more	 frequent	 empirical	 observations	 of	

internal	group	hierarchy	from	the	1990s	onward.	

Thornton’s	work	showed	how,	rather	than	viewing	subcultures	as	a	discrete	network	

of	variously	and	unequally	positioned	typologies	 (Fox	1987),	 ideal-types	 (Muggleton	2000),	

or	 idiocultures	 (Fine	1979),	 the	distribution	of	power	among	subcultural	participants	could	

be	 more	 productively	 conceived	 as	 a	 cultural	 ‘field’	 (Bourdieu	 1984),	 the	 result	 of	

positionalities	within	a	network	of	social	objects	that	occupy	positions	both	relative	to	each	

other	and	constantly	in	flux.	The	application	of	Bourdieu’s	famous	ideas	is	key.	As	Thornton	

has	explained,	 ‘Bourdieu	 locates	social	groups	 in	a	highly	complex	multi-dimensional	space	

rather	than	on	a	linear	scale	or	ladder’	(2005	[1995],	p.186).	For	Bourdieu,	‘cultural	capital’	is	

the	 ‘linchpin	 of	 a	 system	 of	 distinction	 in	 which	 cultural	 hierarchies	 correspond	 to	 social	

ones	and	people’s	tastes	are	first	and	foremost	a	marker	of	class’	(ibid.	p.185).	Noting	how	

British	club	cultures	were	stratified	into	groups	that	were	both	demarcated	by	and	distinct	in	

specific	 configurations	 of	 taste,	 knowledge,	 and	 disposition	 in	much	 the	 same	way	 as	 the	

rest	of	society,	Thornton’s	‘theory	of	status	combined	the	American	interactionist	tradition	



	 170	

of	 subcultural	 studies...	 with	 the	 cultural	 sociology	 of	 capital	 as	 developed	 by	 [French	

sociologist]	Pierre	Bourdieu	(1984,	1986)’	(Williams	2011,	p.137).	This	congruence	was	made	

explicit	in	the	following	passage,	which	has	since	become	frequently	quoted:			

Just	as	books	and	paintings	display	cultural	capital	in	the	family	home,	so	subcultural	

capital	 is	 objectified	 in	 the	 form	 of	 fashionable	 haircuts	 and	 carefully	 assembled	

record	collections	(full	of	well-chosen,	limited	edition	white	label	twelve-inches	and	

the	 like).	 Just	 as	 cultural	 capital	 is	 personified	 in	 “good”	 manners	 and	 urbane	

conversation,	so	subcultural	capital	is	embodied	in	the	form	of	being	“in	the	know”,	

using	but	not	-over-using	current	slang	and	looking	as	 if	you	were	born	to	perform	

the	 latest	dance	styles.	Both	cultural	and	subcultural	capital	put	a	premium	on	the	

“second	nature”	of	their	knowledges.	(Thornton	1995,	p.186)	

Indeed,	 subcultural	 capital	 is	 acquired	and	accrued	 in	 the	hardcore	 scene	 ‘by	 constructing	

and	performing	various	forms	of	discourse	and	identity’	(Kahn-Harris	2007,	p.121).	Since	the	

publication	 of	 Thornton’s	 work,	 the	 concept	 has	 become	 the	 dominant	 way	 of	

conceptualising	 in-group	 stratification	 in	 research	 on	 leisure-based	 cultures.	 Kahn-Harris’	

work	on	the	global	Extreme	Metal	scene	is	an	apt	example	of	 its	application	to	analyses	of	

contemporary	musico-stylistic	groupings,	which,	as	Kahn-Harris	notes,	are	frequently	spaces	

‘of	 conflict,	 constituted	 through	 struggles	 over	 capital’	 (ibid.).	 Indeed,	 and	 as	 Kahn-Harris	

writes,	‘The	principal	such	struggle	[in	the	Extreme	Metal	scene]	is	over	the	“cultural	capital”	

accumulated	 through	 displaying	 competence	 in	 the	 scene’s	 cultural	 practices’	 (ibid.).	

Subcultural	capital	can	be	conceptualised	as	the	currency	of	authenticity	in	the	scene	and	is	

therefore	 ‘claimed	by	scene	members	themselves	 in	the	way	they	perform	their	 identities’	

(Kahn-Harris	2007,	p.121).	 In	much	 the	 same	way	 that	authenticity	 is	 claimed	 through	 the	

concurrent	performance	of	both	social	and	personal	identities,	subcultural	capital	is	claimed	

through	 what	 Kahn-Harris	 describes	 as	 the	 tension	 between	 mundane	 and	 transgressive	
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scene	practices.	The	former	refers	to	the	practices	through	which	members	of	a	music	scene	

become	 knowledgeable	 enough	 in	 its	 social	 conventions	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 collective	

(re)production	 of	 the	 scene	 and	 entails	 a	 degree	 of	 social	 conformity,	 whereas	 the	 latter	

refers	to	the	highly	individualistic	practice	of	claiming	to	personally	‘transgress’	(Kahn-Harris	

2007)	 or	 ‘transcend’	 (Andes	 1998)	 such	 constructions.	 Mundane	 subcultural	 capital	 is	

supposed	 to	 be	 acquired	 through	 an	 initial	 process	 of	 socialisation	 that	 is	 fundamental	 to	

successful	 authenticity	 claims.	 Participation	 in	 the	 musical	 practices	 of	 the	 scene	 can	 be	

thought	 of	 as	 ‘cementing	 certain	 taste	 clusters	 or	 positions’	 (Prior	 2011,	 p.131,	 original	

emphasis).	It	is	this	emphasis	on	the	‘structured	and	structuring	properties’	(ibid.)	of	musical	

and	stylistic	practice,	evident	in	both	theoretical	analyses	of	music	scenes	and	the	variety	of	

discourses	 and	 practices	 through	 which	 they	 are	 empirically	 constructed,	 that	 validates	

Thornton’s	ideas.	

Of	course,	and	as	Thornton	points	out,	‘the	social	logic	of	subcultural	capital	reveals	

itself	 most	 clearly	 by	 what	 it	 dislikes	 and	 what	 it	 emphatically	 isn’t	 (2005	 [1995],	 p.191).	

When	 asked	 to	 describe	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	were	 able	 to	 discern	 the	 authenticity	 of	

committed	 scene	 members,	 respondents	 commonly	 defaulted	 to	 describing	 just	 the	

opposite,	 instead	 opting	 to	 articulate	 the	 ‘subcultural	 backdrop’.	 As	 Ron	 explained,	 some	

scene	members	must	be	“weeded	out”:	

Usually	 [inauthentic	 scene	members’]	music	 shows	 it.	 There	 are	 some	 bands	 that	

people	 listen	to	that...	you	can	 just	tell	 that	[the	people	 listening	those	bands]	 just	

got	 into	 [hardcore].	But,	 then	you	get	 the	other	people	who	 try	 to	 show	 too	hard	

that	 they’ve	been	 listening	 to	 it	 and	 that’s	 sort	of	 frustrating	as	well	–	 they’re	 the	

harder	ones	to	weed	out.	

Kahn-Harris	notes	how	 stories	 about	new	members	who	are	 yet	 to	acquire	musical	 tastes	

that	 have	 been	 ratified	 by	 the	 elite	 or	 who	 are	 ‘trying	 hard	 to	 impress	 established	
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[members]...	 provide	 a	 convenient	 “other”,	 against	 whom	 capital	 can	 be	 claimed’	 (2007,	

p.130).	 Indeed,	 ‘“Trend-followers”	cannot	claim	either	 form	of	subcultural	capital	 [because	

they]	 are	 both	 ignorant	 and	 conformist’	 (ibid.).	 It	 is	 therefore	 unsurprising	 that	 similar	

discourses	were	deployed	in	the	testimony	of	participants	in	this	study.	As	I	have	previously	

pointed	 out	 (see	 Driver	 2011;	 Driver	 2015),	 the	 pejorative	 label	 of	 choice	 within	 most	

Australian	hardcore	scenes	at	the	time	of	research	was	that	of	the	‘sweater’.	The	origins	of	

this	label	lie	ostensibly	in	its	use	to	describe,	albeit	in	an	exaggerated	and	playful	way,	scene	

members	 who	 sought	 to	 claim	 authenticity	 by	 establishing	 proximity	 to	 social	 objects	

endowed	with	high	 levels	 of	 subcultural	 capital.	 The	 sweater	 discourse	was	often	used	 to	

describe	 and	 denigrate	 explicit	 efforts	 to	 symbolically	 claim	 affiliation	 with	 the	 hardcore	

scene	-	by	dressing	in	clothing	perceived	as	too	carefully	curated,	by	replicating	conspicuous	

and	 fashionable	 body	modifications,	 or	 by	 enthusiastically	 publishing	 about	musical	 taste	

and	consumption	on	the	internet	-	and	therefore	described	those	who	were	perceived	to	be	

too	worried	(i.e.	‘sweating’)	about	their	own	hipness	and	status	within	the	scene.	However,	

the	noun	‘sweater’	was	also	often	used	to	describe	those	who	sought	out	established	scene	

members	 or	musicians	 for	 praise	 and	 adoration	 or	 simply	 to	 augment	 their	 social	 capital	

within	 the	 scene,	 thus	 getting	 close	 enough	 to	 sweat	 on	 them.	 In	 any	 case,	 the	 sweater	

discourse	can	also	be	deployed	as	a	verb,	as	it	was	on	many	occasions	during	this	research	

by	others	to	describe	my	own	academic	interest	in	the	hardcore	scene	and	my	sometimes-

lengthy	pursuit	of	individuals	for	interview.	After	all,	‘nothing	depletes	capital	more	than	the	

sight	 of	 someone	 trying	 too	 hard’	 (Thornton	 1995,	 p.12).	 Just	 as	 Chad	 explained	 that	

‘sweating’	can	also	take	the	form	of	being	“an	over-the-top	super	fan”,	Robert	emphasised	

how	sweaters	are	“in	your	face”	about	their	hardcore	identities:	

…usually,	you’d	say	somebody	 that’s	new	to	 it,	 they’re	 really	over	 the	 top,	 they’re	

really	outspokenly	in	your	face.	They’re	wearing	all	the	cool	merch	and	making	a	big	
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deal	 about	 it	 on	 their	 online	 profiles	 and	 that	 kind	 of	 thing.	 And	 you	 go,	 “okay,	

they’re	a	bit	new,	they’re	trying	a	bit	hard”.	

Robert’s	testimony	is	demonstrative	of	the	ways	in	which	authenticity	is	constructed	in	the	

hardcore	 scene	 through	much	 the	 same	mechanisms	 that	 it	 is	 in	 other	music	 cultures.	 In	

prioritising	 sartorial	 and	 online	 performance,	 sweaters	 embody	 a	 superficiality	 that	 is	

supposed	not	to	characterise	Robert’s	more	‘authentic’	hardcore	 identity.	Unlike	sweaters,	

Robert	and	other	‘real’	hardcore	kids	do	not	need	to	“try	a	bit	hard”	in	the	pursuit	of	having	

their	 authenticity	 claims	 socially	 validated.	 Widdicombe	 and	 Wooffitt	 (1995)	 have	

‘convincingly	demonstrated	that	members	of	subcultures	consistently	portray	themselves	as	

“being”	 [subcultural]...	 thereby	 constructing	 themselves	 as	 genuine	 in	 opposition	 to	

superficial	members	who	are	merely	“doing”	(or	performing)	[the	subcultural]’	 (Muggleton	

2000,	p.92).	Muggleton,	writing	about	punk	and	punks,	observed	how	‘genuine	membership	

is	defined	by	the	sincere	expression	of	the	self	through	subcultural	practices’	(ibid.	p.93)	and	

therefore	most	authentically	observed	in	mundane	‘physical	actions	and	bodily	dispositions’.	

It	 is	 no	 coincidence	 that	Muggleton	 calls	 this	 logic	 ‘punk	 at	 heart’	 (ibid.).	 Similarly,	 when	

asked	to	clarify	his	reasons	for	labeling	one	band	that	was	based	in	the	City	of	Logan	at	the	

time	 of	 research	 as	 a	 ”bunch	 of	 fucking	 sweaters”,	 Sam,	 a	 25	 year	 old	 musician	 and	

hospitality	worker,	 succinctly	declared:	“I	 like	 legitimacy.	 I	 like	words	actually	being	 lived!”	

As	Muggleton	 explains,	 ‘those	 who	make	 a	 fetish	 of	 image	 to	 indicate	 their	 membership	

clearly	risk	the	accusation	of	trying	too	hard’	(2000,	p.92).	In	the	hardcore	scene,	as	Robert	

explained,	 “wearing	 all	 the	 cool	merch[andise]”	 is	 one	way	 in	which	 those	 constructed	 as	

inauthentic	are	seen	to	“make	a	big	deal”	of	their	identity	performances.	This	process	serves	

as	a	useful	strategy	for	the	construction	of	authenticity	against	reference	groups	that	exist	

within	the	scene	and	therefore	the	creation	of	status	hierarchies.		
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“Guns	Blazin’,	Actin’	Like	a	Rooster”	

Negotiating	 the	 politics	 of	 claiming	 hardcore	 identity	 can	 be	 a	 tricky	 business.	 Both,	 the	

‘sweaters’	and	‘poseurs’	discourses	are	prolific	in	the	hardcore	scene	and	any	explicit	claim	

to	authenticity,	or	even	to	affiliation,	places	one	at	risk	of	being	ascribed	these	statuses.	As	

Ron	confirmed,	“everyone	[in	the	hardcore	scene]	has	got	an	opinion	and	it’s	generally	the	

people	with	the	worst	opinions	that	express	them	the	most”.	Yet,	as	Thornton	notes,	taking	

part	 in	music	 scenes	 ‘builds	 further	 affinities,	 socializing	 participants	 into	 a	 knowledge	 of	

(and	 frequently	a	belief	 in)	 the	 likes	and	dislikes,	meanings	and	values	of	 the	culture’	 that	

they	are	participating	in	(2005	[1995],	p.184).	While	participants	of	the	hardcore	scene	come	

from	 a	 variety	 of	 socio-cultural	 backgrounds	 and	 may	 arrive	 inhabiting	 a	 plethora	 of	

different	initial	structural	positions	outside	the	scene,	musical	tastes	and	stylistic	sensibilities	

inevitably	 shift	 under	 the	 cumulative	 weight	 of	 socialisation.	 How	 then	 do	 participants	

manage	 their	 participatory	 trajectories	 through	 processes	 of	 identity	 formation	 and	

maintenance	and	what	sanctions	apply	for	those	who	achieve,	or	fail	to	achieve,	substantial	

acquisitions	 of	 subcultural	 capital?	 The	 answers	 to	 these	 questions	 refer	 to	 what	 I	 have	

previously	 called,	 after	 Thornton	 (1995),	 the	 ‘logic	 of	 subcultural	 capital’	 that	 operates	

within	the	hardcore	scene	(Driver	2015).	For	‘a	claim	to	feel	[subcultural]	“inside”	does	not	

denote	 an	 essentialist	 self,	 but	 an	 internalization	 of	 values	 acquired	 through	 socialization’	

(Muggleton	 2000,	 p.92).	 This	 sentiment	 goes	 some	 way	 to	 explaining	 why	 “earning	 your	

place”	or	“earning	respect”	constitute	such	prevalent	discourses	in	the	scene,	and	indeed	in	

this	research.	As	Chad	explained:	

I	will	 say	 that	you	kind	of	need	 to	earn	your	place	and	 the	 respect	 from	everyone	

else	and	 the	older	guys.	But,	now	 it’s	 just	 like	a	 total	 joke.	That’s	probably	a	huge	

contributor	to	why	I	don’t	go	as	much	and	why	I’m	probably	a	little	bit	jaded	about	it	

all.	Kids	can	just	go	and	think	they	can	do	whatever	they	want:	start	fights,	talk	shit,	
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bands	 will	 play	 one	 show	 and	 think	 they’re	 meant	 to	 be	 Parkway	 [Drive]	 or	

whatever.	It	kind	of	turns	you	off	a	little	bit.	

Chad,	 who	 performed	 vocals	 in	 several	 touring	 bands	 across	 hardcore	 genres	 during	 the	

research,	 was	 talking	 at	 length	 about	 one	 particular	 hardcore	 band	 from	 the	 Gold	 Coast,	

whose	reputation	for	violence	and	misogynistic	discourse	had	been	augmented	through	the	

skillful	 use	 of	 social	 media.	 Chad’s	 main	 concern	 here	 is	 not	 that	 the	 behaviour	 of	 band	

members	is	inherently	undesirable	but	that	it	does	not	conform	to	the	ascribed	status	of	the	

band	 as	 new	 “kids,	 who	 just	 go”	 to	 hardcore	 shows	 without	 “earning”	 the	 necessary	

“respect	from	everyone	else	and	the	older	guys”.	Yet,	Chad	reminds	us	that	such	narratives	

provide	a	convenient	foil	for	authenticity	claims,	noting	that	he	feels	“a	little	bit	jaded	about	

it	all”.	Williams,	quoting	Widdicombe	and	Wooffitt	(1995),	observes	that	‘subcultural	youth…	

regularly	claim	to	be	real	while	charging	others	with	simply	doing	subcultural	things,	such	as	

dressing,	 speaking,	 or	 acting	 in	 certain	ways	 in	 order	 to	 be	 cool	 or	 fit	 in’	 (Williams	 2006,	

p.177;	 emphasis	 added).	 Yet,	 hardcore	 kids	were	 frequently	 concerned	 to	 emphasise	 that	

subcultural	 capital	 is	 acquired	 in	 the	 course	 of	 coming	 to	 know	 the	 culture	 of	 the	 scene.	

Mitchell,	a	30	year	old,	precariously	employed	labourer,	argued	that	the	logic	of	subcultural	

capital	rewards	what	he	sees	as	the	“necessary	discipline”	of	“earning	it”:	

Just	be	respectful	to	whoever	was	there	first	and	you’ll	get	your	way	up...	you’ll	up	

in	 the	 ranks.	 You’ve	 just	 got	 to	 keep	 low	 and	 respect	 the	 founding	 people,	 the	

people	who	started	 the	 scene	or	whatever.	 I	definitely	 felt	 judged	 [when	 I	 started	

going	 to	 hardcore	 shows]	 but	 it	 was	 only	 through	 discipline	 [that	 I	 gained	

acceptance	in	the	scene]	-	 I	would	say	a	necessary	discipline...	These	days,	 it’s	cool	

for	anybody	to	be	welcomed,	but	I	wish	there	was	a	little	bit	more	discipline	because	

it	seems	like	you	can	just	come	in,	guns	blazin’,	actin’	like	a	rooster	and	carry	on	with	

your	opinionated	bullshit	and	get	away	with	it.	
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The	 accusation	 that	 too	 many	 hardcore	 kids	 enter	 the	 scene,	 “guns	 blazin’”	 with	

“opinionated	 bullshit”	 connects	 a	 set	 of	 undesirable	 behavioural	 expectations	 to	 the	

ascribed	status	of	being	a	new	participant	of	the	scene,	and	corresponds	with	Chad’s	earlier	

observations.	 Likewise,	 Michael’s	 claim	 to	 having	 authentically	 become	 a	 fully-fledged	

hardcore	kid	is	also	made	against	those	who	have	not	been	“respectful”	of	this	process,	just	

as	 Chad’s	 was.	 The	 accusation	 that	 such	 behaviour	 leads	 to	 “acting	 like	 a	 rooster”	 is	

obviously	gendered	and	reveals	the	deep	masculine	bias	that	drives	the	logic	of	subcultural	

capital	 in	 the	hardcore	scene	 (see	below;	Driver	2015).	Yet,	 it	 ‘exemplifies	how	sure	many	

subculturalists	are	that	they	can	distinguish	between	being	authentically	subculture	[sic]	and	

simply	doing	things	to	appear	subcultural’	(Williams	2011,	p.143,	original	emphasis).	Daniel,	

who	played	 sporadically	 in	 several	Gold	Coast	hardcore	bands	but	had	grown	up	 in	 Logan	

City,	extended	(as	many	respondents	did)	Sam’s	earlier	comments	regarding	one	particular	

band,	whose	members	he	knew	personally	from	childhood:	

I	think	they	have	a	hard	time	because	they	don’t	take	the	time,	you	know…	they’re	

the	perfect	example	of	everything	I’ve	been	talking	about.	That	band	has	not	taken	

the	time	to	learn	or	earn	any	sort	of	respect	in	any	way,	shape	or	form.	They	are	the	

band	 that	 came	 in	 with	 wrong	 attitudes,	 no	 clue,	 went	 huge,	 say	 all	 the	 wrong	

things,	 think	 they	 deserve	 way	 more	 than	 they’ve	 already	 got...	 They	 deserve	

everything	anyone’s	said	or	done	to	‘em.		

Obviously,	Daniel’s	personal	connection	to	the	band	does	not	supersede	his	commitment	to	

the	 scene.	We	 can	 see	 here	 another	 example	 of	 the	 “learn	 or	 earn”	 discourse,	 including	

Daniel’s	very	explicit	accusation	that	the	band	has	“no	clue”	about	the	knowledge	that	must	

be	 acquired	 to	 authentically	 participate	 (and	 thus	 the	 implication	 that	 Daniel	 does).	 Yet,	

Daniel	also	extends	the	notion	of	knowledge,	or	in	this	case	lack	thereof,	to	beyond	simply	

“saying	all	 the	wrong	things”.	 It	 is	 in	his	description	of	 the	“attitudes”	of	 the	band	that	he	
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indicates	the	behavioural	and	dispositional	logic	of	subcultural	capital.	Crucially,	“the	wrong	

attitude”	 does	 not	 refer	 to	 the	 transgression	 of	 some	 codified	 set	 of	 knowledges	 and	

behaviours	but	to	the	lack	of	an	ability	to	perform	hardcore	identity	according	to	the	specific	

and	 singular	 requirement	 of	 place;	 it	 is	 an	 embodied	 incompetence	 borne	 of	 a	 failure	 to	

acquire	a	set	of	skills.	That	it	to	say,	that	‘Thornton’s	focus	on	“cultural	competence”	always	

implied	 a	 greater	 emphasis	 on	 the	 corporeality	 of	 cultural	 performance’	 (Driver	 2015,	

p.196);	rather	than	knowing	what	to	do,	authenticity	means	‘knowing’	how	to	act.	

“The	Way	They	Carry	Themselves”	

Though	 it	 should	 be	 clear	 by	 now	 that	 hardcore	 kids,	 in	 their	 constant	 surveillance	 and	

construction	 of	 (real	 or	 imagined)	 others,	 make	 almost	 constant	 implicit	 claims	 to	 the	

authenticity	of	their	identities,	the	resultant	pressure	to	avoid	explicit	claims	to	authenticity	

is	also	almost	omnipresent.	For	example,	when	I	first	asked	Ron	if	he	considered	himself	to	

be	 a	 part	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 he	 quipped	 caustically	 that	 he’d	 prefer	 to:	 “consider	

[himself]	a	‘mad	gigger’!”	The	ludicrous	nature	of	Ron’s	comment	was	equal	parts	frustrating	

and	 (apparently)	 hilarious,	 judging	 from	 the	 beer	 that	 came	 out	 of	 his	 nose,	 but	 it	 also	

emphasised	his	reluctance	to	declare	his	subcultural	identity	explicitly,	even	if	it	was	already	

implied	by	his	decision	to	participate	in	the	research.	The	reason	for	this,	as	we	have	seen,	is	

because	subcultural	authenticity	is	primarily	incorporated	and	affirmed	through	the	body.	As	

Muggleton	explains,	 in	subculture	subjectivity	 is	much	more	 ‘authentically	gauged	through	

one’s	physical	actions	and	bodily	dispositions	(so	long	as	these	remain	genuine	expression	of	

inner	feelings)’	(2000,	p.91).	As	Chad	said:	

You	can	tell	the	people	who	care.	You	always	hear	 it	from	other	people.	You	know	

when	 this	 person	 or	 this	 group	 of	 people	 or	 this	 band	 or	 whatever	 won’t	 stick	

around	because	it’s	just	a	fad	for	them	at	the	time.	It’s	just	blatantly	evident.	It’s	the	
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way	people	carry	themselves,	I	guess.		It’s	just	one	of	those	things	that	most	people	

would	be	able	to	tell.	

Chad’s	comment	deploys	what	proved	to	be	a	salient	discourse	in	the	data	and	confirms	that	

embodied	expressions	of	‘gait	and	posture’	(Brake	in	Muggleton	2000,	p.90)	are,	at	least	for	

hardcore	 kids,	 much	 more	 useful	 indicators	 of	 cultural	 competence	 than	 visual	 style	 or	

explicit	claims	to	ideological	positions.	The	deployment	of	one’s	body	is	viewed	as	revealing	

whether	participation	 is	 “just	 a	 fad”.	 Yet,	 in	 indicating	 the	 importance	of	 scene	members’	

competence	in	“carrying	themselves”	in	a	particular	way,	Chad	is	not	breaking	new	ground.	

As	I	have	already	noted,	although	there	is	more	to	say	than	appears	in	Thornton’s	analysis,	

any	 Bourdieuian	 conceptualisation	 of	 subcultural	 capital	 is	 ‘grounded	 in	 issues	 of	 bodily	

comportment’	(Driver	2011,	p.981).	And	as	I	have	previously	pointed	out:	

Even	when	asked	directly	about	fashion,	interviewees	responded	using	phrases	such	

as:	“put	yourself	out	there”;	“give	yourself	off	to	other	people”;	display	yourself”;	or	

“attitude”;	 in	 order	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 overwhelming	 importance	 placed	 on	 the	

embodied	 interactions	 and	 behavioural	 dispositions	 of	 scene	 participants.	 (Driver	

2011,	p.980).	

Further,	 just	as	Thornton	observed	how	the	 ‘cold	blank	stares’	of	club	culturists	who	were	

‘confused’	 about	 how	 to	 competently	 do	 ‘hipness’	 revealed	 the	 absence	 of	 embodied	

knowledge	 (1995),	 others	 have	 noted	 that	 the	 iterative	 nature	 of	 identity	 implies	 an	

essentially	 corporeal	 locus	 of	 practical	 knowledge.	Muggleton,	 for	 example,	 suggests	 that	

the	 application	 of	 Butler’s	 influential	 theory	 on	 the	 ‘performative’	 nature	 of	 gender	 (see	

Butler	 1993)	 allows	 us	 to	 conceptualise	 ‘subcultural	 identities	 [as]	 constantly	 created	 and	

recreated	 in	an	ongoing	process	of	enactment’	 (2000,	p.92)	 -	even	 if	he	misses	 the	role	of	

affect	 in	 the	minutiae	 of	 Butler’s	 theory.	 A	more	nuanced	 reading	 of	 Butler’s	work	would	

celebrate	 the	way	 in	which	 it	provides	a	conceptual	apparatus	 to	account	not	only	 for	 the	
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fluidity	of	gender	and,	therefore,	of	subjectivity,	but	also	for	the	ways	in	which	performance	

anchors	 the	self	 through	the	production	and	reproduction	of	 identity.	As	Evers,	 in	another	

appropriation	of	Butler’s	work	 in	 leisure	studies,	observes:	 ‘Bodies	recollect	earlier	sensual	

experiences,	 and	 have	 the	 ability	 to	 connect	 the	 memory	 of	 past	 connections	 and	

disconnections	 with	 a	 new	 [context]’	 (2009,	 p.902;	 emphasis	 added).	 It	 is	 this	 ability	 to	

which	Chad	and	others	are	referring	when	they	claim	to	be	able	to	“tell	a	lot	about	a	person”	

by	 the	way	 they	 “dress	 or	 talk	 or	 act	 or	whatever”.	 It	 is,	 Ingold	 argues,	 the	 ability	 of	 the	

agent	 to	 ‘fine-tune	 his	 own	 movements	 so	 as	 to	 achieve	 the	 rhythmic	 fluency	 of	 the	

accomplished	practitioner’	 (2001,	p.22).	David,	a	27	year	old	vocalist	and	graphic	designer,	

made	 the	 connection	 between	 being	 “genuine”	 and	 knowing	 how	 to	 “carry	 yourself”	

explicit,	explaining	how:	

You	can	tell	if	someone’s	genuine	just	by	the	way	they	carry	themselves.	Even,	you	

know,	talking	to	someone	for	five	seconds	you	can	tell	[who	those	people	are].	You	

can	 tell	 a	 lot	about	a	person,	what	 their	 ideals	are,	or	whatever,	 just	by	 talking	 to	

someone	 for	 a	 short	 period	 of	 time.	 And	 I	 think	 it’s	 the	 same	 with	 hardcore,	

definitely.	I	mean,	whether	it	be	the	way	they	dress	or	talk	or	act	or	whatever…	You	

can	just	tell,	man...	

Certainly,	 at	 one	 level,	 David’s	 testimony	 could	 accurately	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 claim	 to	

authenticity,	constructed	against	the	“ingenuine”	other’s	incapacities.	On	another,	it	reveals	

how	 hardcore	 kids	 confer	 subcultural	 capital	 (or	 not)	 according	 to	 their	 own	 readings	 of	

‘knowledge	and	understanding	in	the	only	form	in	which	[these]	exist:	that	is,	in	the	form	of	

embodied	 and	 practical	 competence’	 (Mauss	 2006	 [1935],	 p.88).	 In	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	

subcultural	 capital	 is	 distributed	 almost	 exclusively	 on	 these	 terms	 and	 is	 based	 on	 the	

underlying	 idea	 that	 performative	 competence	 is	 limited	 by	 the	 precognitive	 and	

experientially-defined	store	of	 ‘action-potential’	 (Duff	2010)	 that	defines	 ‘what	a	body	can	
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do’	 (Deleuze	 1992).	 Both	 Mauss,	 who	 originally	 theorised	 culturally	 distinctive	 ‘body	

techniques’	 (1935)	 in	 this	 way,	 and	 Bourdieu	 (1984),	 conceptualised	 this	 in	 terms	 of	

‘habitus’.	For	Bourdieu,	habitus	referred	to	an	embedded	configuration	of	‘dispositions	and	

generative	 classificatory	 schemes’,	 which	 are	 embodied	 by	 all	 social	 actors	 (Jenkins	 2002,	

p.74).	 Thus,	 to	 return	 to	 the	 salience	 of	 the	 concept	 in	 the	 context	 of	 subcultures	 and,	

specifically,	 the	 current	 research	 on	 the	 hardcore	 scene:	 ‘The	 idea	 of	 a	musical	 habitus	

registers	 a	materially	 grounded	 attempt	 to	 process	 questions	 around	 the	 enculturation	 of	

the	musically	 adept	 body	 -	 a	 body	 in	which	 specific	musical	 competences	 are	 sedimented	

through	 processes	 of	 socialization’	 (Prior	 2011,	 p.130,	 original	 emphasis).	 This	 is	 why,	 as	

Thornton	 explains,	 ‘both	 cultural	 and	 subcultural	 capital	 put	 a	 premium	 on	 the	 “second	

nature”	of	their	knowledges’	(1995,	p.186).	The	acquisition	of	an	ability	to	deploy	one’s	body	

appropriately	 in	 the	 scene	 is	 viewed	 as	 indicative	 of	 having	 undertaken	 the	 process	 of	

“earning”	 one’s	 place,	 since	 ‘the	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 which	 [is]	 unavailable	 to	

inexperienced	participants...	[is,]	through	an	experiential	pedagogy…	internally	incorporated	

and	 manifested	 as	 bodily	 knowledge	 that	 “just	 happens”’	 (Driver	 2011,	 p.983).	 The	

embodiment	of	knowledge	that	‘just	happens’	and	which	also	manifests	in	the	particularities	

of	taste	and	disposition	is	a	key	tenant	of	Bourdieu’s	celebrated	social	theory	and	has	been	

conceptualised,	 in	 an	 uncharacteristically	 accessible	 metaphor,	 as	 a	 ‘feel	 for	 the	 game’	

(Bourdieu	 1984).	 As	 Crossley,	 piquing	 a	 similar	 discourse	 explains,	 ‘culturally	 appropriate	

bodily	 action	 “just	 happens”	 and	 falls	 below	 the	 threshold	 of	 perception	 and	 reflective	

knowledge	(2007,	p.82).	While	Bourdieu,	having	deployed	the	notion	of	habitus	to	theorise	

the	 body	 as	 a	 structuring	 mechanism	 for	 action,	 has	 been	 regularly	 accused	 of	 social	

determinism,	 the	 idea	of	habitus	 is,	 in	 fact,	 conceptualised	as	 ‘the	product	of	 history…	an	

open	 system	 of	 dispositions	 that	 is	 constantly	 subjected	 to	 experiences,	 and	 therefore,	

constantly	 affected	 by	 them	 in	 a	 way	 that	 either	 reinforces	 or	 modifies	 our	 structures’	

(Bourdieu	 and	 Wacquant	 1992,	 p.133;	 original	 emphasis).	 Indeed,	 ‘the	 effect	 of	 bodily	



	 181	

learning	is	the	incorporation	of	new	competencies	and	dispositions	that	modify	the	habitus’	

(Lande	in	Driver	2011,	p.984).	It	is,	Lande	suggests,	the	effect	of	becoming	something	that	is	

‘other’	(2007).	The	following	section	will	explore	this	in	greater	context.		

“It’s	Where	You	Learn	Everything”	

Much	of	the	discussion	above	is	premised	on	the	idea	that	practical	competence	-	or,	in	the	

parlance	of	many	of	those	interviewed	as	part	of	this	study,	the	ability	to	“carry”	oneself	in	

the	 appropriate	 way	 -	 indicates	 an	 individual’s	 completion	 of	 an	 extended	 period	 of	

subcultural	 participation	 wherein	 they	 have	 become	 a	 knowledgeable	 participant	 of	 the	

scene.	Though	participants,	perhaps	in	what	Andes	(1998)	called	the	‘transcendence’	phase	

of	 subcultural	 identity,	 often	 articulated	 hardcore	 as	 something	 they	 performed	

predominantly	aside	from	their	practical	engagement	with	the	scene	and	rarely	viewed	the	

consumption	of	live	hardcore	music	as	a	necessary	component	of	their	own	identity	work,	all	

argued	 that	 “going	 to	 shows”	 was	 where	 hardcore	 kids	 “learned	 everything”	 about	 the	

scene.	As	Michael	explained,	experience	gained	in	the	physical	spaces	of	the	scene	is	integral	

in	 the	 construction	 of	 social	 and	 status	 identities.	 Crucially,	 it	 is	 the	 “real”	 and	 physical	

nature	of	the	show	that	matters	here.	That	is:	

If	 you’re	 just	 getting	 into	Hardcore,	 go	 to	 shows;	 it’s	where	 you	 learn	 everything.	

Don’t	 jump	online	and,	 like...	everyone’s	all	about	forums	and	all	that	crap	and	it’s	

got	 nothin’	 to	 do	 with	 hardcore.	 Kids	 think	 they’re	 huge	 because	 of	 their	 fuckin’	

internet	name	or	whatever...	Go	to	a	show	and	learn	some	real	shit.		

Michael’s	claim	to	an	authentic	hardcore	identity	is	made,	very	clearly,	against	those	whose	

primary	 mode	 of	 participation	 in	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 takes	 place	 in	 its	 virtual	 spaces.	

Authentic	 hardcore,	 he	 says,	 has	 “got	nothin’	 to	do	with”	online	 sociality	 and	 it	 therefore	

follows	that	any	symbolic	capital	that	is	accrued	in	the	scene’s	virtual	spaces	should	not,	and	

cannot,	 be	 exchanged	 for	 subcultural	 capital	 in	 the	 ‘face-to-face’	 (Williams	 2006,	 p.190)	
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interactions	 -	 the	“real	shit”	 -	of	 the	scene.	Williams’	early	research,	which	focused	on	the	

various	ways	in	which	different	‘idiocultural’	(see	Fine	1979)	groupings	that	coalesce	within	

the	 straightedge	 community	 claim	 authentic	 identities	 through	 the	 operationalisation	 of	

competing	 discourses	 (2006),	 explores	 similar	 themes.	Williams’	 contribution	 is	 important	

because,	 in	 including	 not	 only	 the	 voices	 of	 those	whose	 primary	 subcultural	 interactions	

took	 place	 in	 the	 scene’s	 face-to-face	 (mostly)	 musical	 spaces,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 ‘net-

straightedgers’	 who	 constructed	 the	 authenticity	 of	 their	 virtual	 interaction	 against	 those	

whom	they	viewed	as	the	“cool	crowd”	(Nebula,	 in	Williams	2006,	p.190),	Williams	reveals	

the	precarity	and	heterogeneity	of	subcultural	identity.	That	is,	Williams	demonstrates	that,	

by	 ‘constructing	 alternative	 paths	 to	 authentic	 selfhood,	 individuals	 who	 do	 not	 meet	

preexisting	 [sic]	 subcultural	 criteria	 still	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 construct	 a	 subcultural	

identity	 and	 to	 reap	 the	 social-psychological	 benefits	 that	 come	 with	 it’	 (Williams	 2006,	

p.195).	Though	it	is	certainly	the	case	that	the	Australian	hardcore	scene	is	characterised	by	

such	competition,	 it	 is	 relevant	that	no	participants	referred	to	me	for	participation	 in	this	

study	claimed	to	participate	predominantly	online.	The	key	to	the	salience	of	the	“learning”	

discourse	in	the	context	of	exclusively	offline	participation	in	the	scene	and	in	its	application	

to	 bodily	 comportment	 lies	 in	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘knowledgeability’	 (Ingold	 and	 Kurttila	 2000),	

and	the	implications	it	has	for	how	we	understand	subcultural	competences.	

The	 utility	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘knowledgeability’	 can	 be	 found	 succinctly	 in	 its	

juxtaposition	 with	 what	 anthropologists,	 Ingold	 and	 Kurttila,	 have	 called	 ‘traditional	

knowledge	as	enframed	in	the	discourses	of	modernity’	(2000,	p.184).	It	is	a	concept	forged	

through	 understanding	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 their	 research	 population	 described	 their	 own	

mechanisms	 for	 the	 diffusion	 of	 cultural	 knowledge,	 for	 many	 traditional	 or	 indigenous	

cultures	are	not	defined	by	knowledge	which	is	codified	and	transmitted	exclusively,	or	even	

predominantly,	 as	 systems	 of	 rules	 and	 representations	 (ibid.).	 By	 contrast,	 indigenous	

cultures	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 see	 ‘traditional	 knowledge’	 as	 ‘generated	 in	 the	 practices	 of	
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locality’	 (ibid.).	 That	 is	 that,	 becoming	 part	 of	 tradition	 is	 ‘drawn	 from	 those	 interactive	

contexts	 in	 which	 people	 become	 consciously	 aware	 of	 their	 own	 particular	

knowledgeability,	a	knowledgeability	that	has	 its	source	 in	the	very	activities,	of	 inhabiting	

the	 land,	that	both	bring	places	 into	being	and	constitute	persons	as	of	 those	places’	(ibid.	

p.185;	original	emphasis).	In	other	words,	people	come	to	understand	themselves	and	each	

other	 as	 culturally	 distinctive	 through	 their	 shared	 experiences	 of	 place.	 It	 is	 through	 the	

recognition	of	 the	predisposed	capacities	 for	action	 that	 certain	 individuals	 are	defined	as	

belonging	to	something.		

Although	Mauss	has,	as	mentioned	earlier,	touched	on	these	 ideas	via	the	concept	

of	‘body	techniques’,	the	essence	of	the	forms	of	practical	competence	described	in	Simon’s	

story,	and	of	the	very	notion	of	knowledgeability,	demands	that	we	move	beyond	it.	To	this	

end,	Ingold	has	produced	a	formidable	body	of	work	advocating	the	utility	of	the	concept	of	

‘skill’	 (see,	 for	 example,	 2001).	 Unlike	 body	 techniques,	 skills	 “are	 not	 properties	 of	 the	

individual	 body	 considered,	 objectively	 and	 in	 isolation,	 as	 the	 primary	 instrument	 of	 a	

received	 cognitive	 tradition	 [but]	 are	 rather	 properties	 of	 the	 whole	 system	 of	 relations	

constituted	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 agent	 in	 a	 richly	 structured	 environment”	 (Ingold	 and	

Kurttila	2000,	p.193).	That	 is	to	say,	that	hardcore	kids	do	not	so	much	use	 their	bodies	as	

their	 bodies	 are	brought	 into	use	 by	 the	 characteristic	 environment	of	 the	hardcore	 show	

(Ingold	2001,	p.20).	Hardcore	kids	do	not	 imitate	body	techniques	that	are	reproduced	via	

mechanical	imitation	or	diffused	primarily	through	the	diffusion	of	representation	(Thornton	

1995).	Rather,	‘people	develop	their	own	way	of	doing	things,	but	in	environmental	contexts	

structured	by	the	presence	and	activities	of	predecessors’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000,	p.193).	

The	following	chapter	will	explore	the	 idiosyncrasies	of	 this	process	 in	detail,	 including	the	

expansion	of	 this	argument	to	 include	the	diversity	of	social	objects	 that	comprise	musical	

‘place-events’	(Pink	2009).	That	is,	we	‘“learn”,	via	music,	to	experience	socially	constructed	

modes	of	 subjectivity’	and	 that	 ‘music	 serves	as	 -	 in	 the	most	general	 sense	 -	a	 socialising	



	 184	

medium’	 (DeNora	 2003,	 p.171).	 Here,	 ‘the	 contribution	 that	 other	 people	 make	 to	 one’s	

own	knowledge	 -	often	 represented	 in	 the	 idioms	of	kinship	 -	 is	not	one	of	 substance	but	

rather	one	of	setting	up	the	conditions	in	which	growth	can	occur’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000,	

p.194).	While	it	is	true	that	individuals	are	defined	by	their	shared	experiences	of	place,	it	is	

imperative	that	we	recognise	the	ways	in	which	places	are	constituted	by	their	habitation.	

Although	many	of	 the	skills	 that	define	 full	membership	 in	 the	hardcore	scene	are	

often	more	 esoteric	 than	 an	 ability	 to	 sense	 changes	 in	 weather	 or	 the	 seasonal	 flow	 of	

climate	(as	might	be	the	case	 in	a	traditional	 indigenous	culture	 like	that	studied	by	Ingold	

and	 Kurttila),	 some	 are	 much	 easier	 to	 identify.	 For	 instance,	 just	 as	 one	 of	 the	 primary	

spaces	in	which	Thornton’s	‘clubbers’	found	opportunities	to	operationalize	their	subcultural	

capital	were	 the	dance	 floors	of	Manchester’s	nightclubs,	 so	 the	particular	 styles	of	dance	

‘indigenous’	 to	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 such	 narratives	 among	

participants	in	this	study.	Haenfler	has	described	hardcore	dancing	in	detail:	

Many	 readers	 may	 be	 familiar	 with	 “slam-dancing”	 or	 “moshing,”	 both	 of	 which	

have	 been	mainstays	 in	 the	 heavy	metal	 and	 punk	 rock	 scenes	 for	 decades.	 Slam	

dancing,	most	popular	at	metal	concerts,	usually	 involves	two	or	more	burly,	 long-

haired	men	running	head	on	at	each	other,	colliding	shoulder	to	shoulder,	bouncing	

apart,	 then	 repeating	 the	motion	 until	 all	 involved	 are	 sweaty,	 sore,	 and	 grinning	

from	ear	 to	 ear.	Moshing,	 or	 “circle-pit”	 dancing,	 is	most	 common	 at	 punk	 shows	

and	involves	kids	running,	skipping,	and	jumping	in	a	large	circle,	randomly	colliding	

with	other	moshers	as	stage-divers	launch	into	the	crowd	from	the	stage.	Hardcore	

kids	 frown	 upon	 slam	 dancing	 as	 ignorant,	 ungraceful,	 or	 silly.	 They	 have	 a	more	

favorable	attitude	toward	circle-pits,	as	many	have	roots	in	the	punk	scene,	though	

a	hardcore	show	is	generally	much	more	intense	than	a	typical	punk	show.	Hardcore	

includes	an	exhibitionist	element	that	slamming	and	moshing	do	not.	The	center	of	
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the	dance	floor	remains	relatively	open,	allowing	a	few	individuals	at	a	time	to	take	

the	 floor,	 demonstrate	 their	 skills,	 and	 exit,	 permitting	 the	 next	 group	 to	

participate...	Meanwhile	other	kids	crawl	over	one	another	to	scream	along	with	the	

singer…	As	the	band	approaches	a	song’s	bridge,	called	a	“breakdown”	in	hardcore	

music,	the	kids	wait	in	anticipation.	Hardcore	bands,	particularly	those	with	a	heavy	

metal	 influence	 such	 as	 Unearth,	 put	 slow,	 crunching	 riffs	 in	 the	 bridge.	 The	 kids	

reserve	their	most	outstanding	dance	moves	for	the	breakdown,	windmilling,	 floor	

punching,	 and	 kung-fu	 kicking	 their	 way	 from	 one	 side	 of	 the	 pit	 to	 the	 other.	

(Haenfler	2006,	p.19-20)	

In	my	 research,	 I	 regularly	 observed	 all	 of	 these	 behaviours	 taking	 place,	 not	 only	 at	 the	

same	show	or	during	the	same	set,	but	at	the	same	time!	I	recall	one	show	I	attended	in	an	

industrial	 estate	 in	Western	 Brisbane,	 where	 the	 narrow	 design	 of	 the	 workshop-turned-

venue	meant	that	“relatively	open”	space	was	limited.	The	effect	of	this	was	an	eruption	of	

movement	 in	 three	dimensions	as	 the	 lack	of	 room	 for	 the	 “exhibitionists”	on	 the	ground	

resulted	in	some	kids	climbing	over	each	other	to	reach	the	concrete	walls	of	the	building	so	

as	to	launch	themselves	back,	shoulders	first,	onto	the	crowd	below.	There	was	mass	exodus	

and	 influx	 as	 attendees	 assessed	whether	 they	 could	 or	 should	 enter	 a	mosh	 pit	 of	 such	

intensity.	To	occupy	a	position	of	any	proximity	to	the	stage,	I	was	not	required	to	perform	

any	 ‘moves’	per	 se.	However,	 if	 I	 had	not	possessed	an	ability	 to	move	my	body	with	 the	

melee	or	to	respond	dexterously	to	the	charging	bodies	and	swinging	limbs	at	ground	level,	

as	well	 as	 those	 catapulting	 like	olympic	 divers	 off	 of	 the	 concrete	walls	 above	 the	 fray,	 I	

would	have	had	 little	choice	but	to	retreat	to	the	rear	of	the	venue	or	risk	 injury.	 It	would	

not	 have	 been	 possible	 to	 navigate	 these	 circumstances	 without	 the	 contemporaneous	

abilities	to	anticipate	audience	responses	to	the	sonisphere,	manage	the	weight	of	various	

bodies	accelerating	back	toward	the	earth,	or	 to	 ‘just	move’	and	make	adjustments	 to	the	

position	of	my	elbows	and	shoulders	 in	order	to	deflect	the	flow	of	bodies	on	the	ground.	
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Crucially,	 the	 capacity	 to	make	 these	 adjustments	 implies	 an	 attunement	 to	 the	 dynamic	

coming-togethers	 that	 are	defined	by	 the	 traditions	of	 the	 show,	 rather	 than	a	process	of	

observation	and	mechanical	movement.	Rather	than	view	the	accomplished	practitioner	of	

hardcore	identity	as	someone	who	understands	the	rules	and	norms	of	action	in	the	scene,	

we	 might	 say	 that	 ‘a	 really	 traditional	 [read:	 knowledgeable]	 person	 knows	 the	 country	

[read:	scene]	“like	the	back	of	his	hand”’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000,	p.186).		

Simon,	 a	 29	 year	 old	 musician	 and	 primary	 school	 teacher	 was	 one	 of	 many	

respondents	 who	 claimed	 that	 his	 participation	 in	 the	 ritual	 of	 moshing	 depended	 upon	

movement	that	‘just	happens’:		

I	don’t	know	when	to	go,	 it	 just	happens.	 I	don’t	even	know	what	happens.	 It	 just	

begins.	 I	 don’t	 know	what	 it	 is.	 I’d	 really	 like	 to	 study	 it.	 I	 know	 there	are	a	 lot	of	

people	who	really	think	about	what	they’re	doing	and	choreograph	their	moves	and	

try	to	look	cool	in	there...	

There	are,	of	course,	two	ways	of	interpreting	Simon’s	point.	It	is	clear	that	Simon’s	claim	to	

movement	 that	 “just	 happens”	 is	 constructed	 against	 the	 purposeful,	 “choreographed”	

movement	 of	 the	 other,	 feminised	 by	 the	 assumption	 that	 choreography	 is	 a	 strategy	 for	

“looking	cool”,	or	prioritising	the	visual	over	the	corporeal.	Having	said	that,	the	realities	of	

the	mosh	pit	preclude	the	successful	execution	of	this	kind	of	choreographed	action,	since	it	

is	a	space	defined	largely	by	dynamism	and	unpredictability.	It	is,	it	seems	to	me,	likely	that	

Simon’s	 claim	 to	 not	 “even	 know	 what	 happens”	 is	 an	 entirely	 honest	 one.	 Yet,	 this	

distinction	between	mechanical	 and	organic	 action	 is	 a	 natural	 consequence	of	 distinctive	

forms	of	practical	competence	that	must	necessarily	be	acquired	by	the	individual.	The	issue	

then	 is	 not	 one	 of	 being	 innately	 hardcore	 enough	 to	 competently	 do	 things	 but	 of	

contravening	 the	 rules	 of	 access	 that	 exist	 in	 the	 spaces	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene.	 As	 Sam	

recalls,	access	to	the	pit	is	heavily	“controlled”:	
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There	were	certain	people	that...	 it’s	not	that	they	wouldn’t	 let	you	do	 it,	but	they	

kind	of	controlled	what	was	going	on,	 so	you	wouldn’t	 really	want	 to	step	 in	 their	

space.	But,	you	know,	as	you	got	more	comfortable	and	you	came	into	it	a	bit,	you	

just	felt	more	comfortable	doing	it.		

While	Sam’s	point	about	“coming	into”	an	ability	and	confidence	to	negotiate	the	mosh	pit	is	

an	 important	 one,	 he	 also	 observes,	 perhaps	 more	 importantly,	 that	 access	 to	 the	 pit	 is	

highly	structured.	Being	“comfortable”	 in	such	a	volatile	space	 is	earned	via	a	trajectory	of	

participation	that	gradually	brings	more	of	scene	members’	bodies	 into	use.	Those	new	to	

the	 scene	 typically	occupy	 space	at	 the	 sides	and	 the	 rear	of	 venues	before	graduating	 to	

areas	proximal	to	the	pit.	This	migration	necessitates	that	scene	members	are	familiar	with	

risks	associated	with	such	proximity,	so	that	they	are	both	able	to	deploy	a	number	of	blocks	

against	wayward	strikes	and	accept	the	absolute	taboo	of	retaliation	for	any	physical	contact	

that	they	are	unable	to	avoid.	The	price	for	accelerating	these	trajectories	can	be	high.	For	

hardcore	 kids,	 The	 Pit	 represents	 ‘the	 central	 means	 through	 which	 a	 culture	 seeks	 to	

transmit	 its	 main	 corporeal	 techniques,	 skills,	 dispositions	 and	 beliefs,	 the	 experiences	

typically	 associated	 with	 acquiring	 these	 attributes,	 and	 the	 actual	 embodied	 changes	

resulting	 from	 this	 process’	 (Mellor	 and	 Shilling	 2007,	 p.533;	 original	 emphasis).	 The	

requirement	that	one	“earns	their	place”	as	a	participant	in	this	sacred	and	highly	ritualised	

space	 was	 prominent	 in	 the	 data	 and,	 as	 Daniel	 continued	 in	 typically	 colourful	 fashion,	

hardcore	“etiquette”	is	structured	to	virtually	ensure	it:	

I	don’t	know,	some	kids	will	 just	go	to	a	show	and	think	they	can	just	do	whatever	

they	want.	I	think	there’s	still	got	to	be	etiquette	in	hardcore.	I	still	think,	I	mean,	I	

know	a	lot	of	the	Gold	Coast	guys	would	be	the	same,	especially	the	dudes	I	started	

going	 to	 hardcore	 shows	with.	 You	 kind	 of	 had	 to	 earn	 your	 place	 back	 then.	 It’s	

like...	that	little	cunt	we	saw	at	the	Amity	show	the	other	day…	[He]	turns	up	fuckin’	
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rinsed…	 tight	 jeans,	 studded	belt,	 fuckin’	 dancin’	 around	 like	 a	 fuckwit.	And	we’re	

just	 looking	at	him,	thinking:	“This	kid	is	fuckin’	cooked!”	And	what	happens?	Song	

starts	 and	 then	 [Daniel	 claps	 his	 hands	 together	 loudly]...	 he	 gets	 fucking	 orbit	

moshed!	Cunt’s	dead.	He’s	dead	now	[laughs].	

Perhaps	 the	 primary	 function	 of	 this	 story	 is	 that	 it	 constructs	 Daniel	 as	 authentic	 by	

emphasising	his	ability	to	anticipate	the	sanctions	and	to	whom	they	will	apply	should	one	

enter	 The	Pit	without	 the	 consent	of	 the	powerful,	 for	 ‘nothing	 classifies	 somebody	more	

than	the	way	he	or	she	classifies’	(Bourdieu	1990,	p.132	in	Thornton	2005	[1995],	p.189).	A	

few	 days	 before	 I	 interviewed	 Daniel,	 we	 had	 watched	 together	 as	 the	 young	man	 from	

Daniel’s	story	moved	his	languid	frame	out	into	the	half-formed	absence	in	the	centre	of	the	

community	hall.	As	he	began	‘windmilling’	-	swinging	his	right	arm,	fist	clenched,	around	in	a	

circular	motion	 by	 rotating	 his	 shoulder	 joint	 in	 a	 360	 degree	 range	 of	motion	 -	we	 both	

noticed	how	 the	 flexibility	 of	 his	wrist	 and	 elbow	made	 it	 appear	more	 like	 flailing.	As	 he	

crashed	 into	a	 few	bystanders,	we	watched	his	body	contort	and	fold	up	to	accommodate	

the	mostly	larger	bodies	which	stood	in	his	path;	on	several	occasions	he	was	pushed	back	

firmly	 across	 the	 floor	 by	 those	 he	 collided	 with.	 It	 was	 obvious	 he	 was	 unfamiliar	 and,	

indeed,	uncomfortable	with	the	realities	of	full-bodied	physical	contact	in	The	Pit.	Of	course,	

the	 subject	 of	 Daniel’s	 narrative	 (and	 mine!)	 did	 not	 actually	 “die”	 as	 a	 result	 of	 his	

experiences	during	The	Amity	Affliction’s	set,	though	he	did	appear	to	sustain	minor	injuries.	

Yet,	 while	 the	 observation	 that	 the	 young	 man	 in	 question	 was	 “orbit	 moshed”	 is	 more	

representative	 of	 Daniel’s	 linguistic	 idiosyncrasies	 than	 any	 measurable	 discourse	 in	 the	

scene,	the	actions	it	describes	is	no	anomaly.	Hardcore	kids	even	have	a	label	for	the	(usually	

older)	 men	 who	 regularly	 take	 it	 upon	 themselves	 to	 regulate	 access	 to	 participation	 at	

hardcore	shows	as	the	“Mosh	Police”.	That	the	boy	in	Daniel’s	story	was	obviously	drunk	-	or	

“rinsed”	-	didn’t	help	when,	a	few	seconds	into	the	first	breakdown,	he	stumbled	backward	

after	 a	 wayward	 karate-style	 kick	 found	 his	 shoulder	 and	 spun	 into	 the	 tensed,	muscular	
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frame	of	Michael,	who	was	gliding,	in	the	opposite	direction,	back	across	the	dancefloor.	It	is	

relevant	 that,	 although	 the	 young	 man	 clearly	 knew	 what	 to	 do	 in	 The	 Pit,	 his	 only	

rudimentary	 grasp	 of	 how	 to	 do	 it	 held	 particularly	 severe	 consequences.	 In	 contrast,	

Michael	 could	 be	 described	 -	 in	 Ingold’s	 terms	 -	 as	 an	 accomplished	 practitioner’	 (2001,	

p.22),	 for	 truly	 ‘skilled	 practice	 is	 not	 just	 the	 application	 of	mechanical	 force	 to	 exterior	

objects,	 but	 entails	 qualities	 of	 care,	 judgment	 and	 dexterity	 (ibid.	 p.21).	 It	 is	 to	 this	

development	 of	 ‘accustomed	 (that	 is	 usual)	 pattern[s]	 of	 dextrous	 activity’	 (ibid.)	 that	

hardcore	 kids	 are	 referring	 when	 they	 talk	 about	 “learning	 everything”.	 That	 is,	 the	

knowledgeability	 that	 forms	 the	 linchpin	of	 the	 logic	of	 subcultural	 capital	 in	 the	hardcore	

scene	 is	 incorporated	 ‘through	 a	mixture	 of	 imitation	 and	 improvisation	 in	 the	 settings	 of	

practice	 (Ingold	 and	 Kurttila	 2000,	 p.193).	When	 we	 acknowledge	 how	 such	 competence	

does	 not	 come	 from	 purposeful	 imitation	 but	 is	 rather	 developed	 through	 a	 ‘history	 of	

involvement	in	an	environment,	it	becomes	‘possible	to	understand	[practitioners’]	inability	

to	formulate	their	traditional	knowledge	in	anything	other	than	the	most	vague	and	general	

terms’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000,	p.193).	As	Michael’s	own	explanation	for	his	actions	in	The	

Pit	demonstrate,	hardcore	kids	resist	attempts	to	codify	their	skills:	

I	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 stuff	 that	 gets	 bottled	 up	 through	 the	week	 and	 then,	whenever	 a	

hardcore	show	turns	up,	it’s	just	something	you	can’t	control.	I	feel	like	if	you’re	in	

there	 getting	 amongst	 the	 energy	 it’s	 something	 you	 didn’t	 think	 about,	 it	 just	

started	to	happen.	Obviously	you’ve	seen	other	people	do	it	and	said	that	looks	like	

a	way	to	get	it	out	but	when	it’s	happening	to	me,	if	it’s	authentic,	you	didn’t	even	

think	 about	 it,	 it	 just	 started.	 And	 when	 it’s	 finished	 you	 don’t	 know	 why	 it	

happened	–	it	just	did.	That’s	the	way	I	look	at	it,	that’s	why,	whenever	I	get	involved	

in	the	pit,	it’s	uncontrollable	aggression	that	you	get	out	through	the	music.	
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Michael’s	testimony	both	encapsulates	many	of	the	authenticity	discourses	that	operate	in	

the	hardcore	scene	and	demonstrates	how	subcultural	capital	is	accumulated	according	to	a	

particular	 configuration	 of	 masculine	 practice.	 The	 following	 section	 will	 explore	 the	

interrelationship	 between	 the	 construction	 of	 authentic	 hardcore	 identities	 within	 a	

framework	 of	 internal	 status	 differentiation	 and	 the	 salience	 of	 gender	 hierarchies	 that	

operate	within	the	scene.	The	aim	will	be	to	explore	the	tension	between	the	‘two	faces’	of	

male-dominated	subculture:	the	tendency	for	distinctive	cultural	practice	to	both	repudiate	

and	reproduce	‘hegemonic	masculinity’	(Connell	1995)	in	various	forms.		

“Carryin’	On	Like	a	Cunt”	

While	 hardcore	 scenes	 have	 historically	 provided	 a	 space	 where	 female	 and	 male	

participants	alike	have	had	occasion	to	express	feminist	ideologies	(see	Haenfler	2006;	Kuhn	

2010;	 Peterson	 2009),	 if	 not	 actually	 practice	 them,	 it	 is	 indicative	 that	 the	 ‘sweaters’	

discourse	 is	 operationalized	 almost	 exclusively	 in	 the	 feminisation	 of	 others	 (Thornton	

1995).	Indeed,	if	we	understand	the	construction	of	masculinity,	as	Judith	Butler	suggests,	as	

the	 ‘sexualized	 processes	 of	 confirmation	 and	 repudiation	 through	 which	 individuals	

demonstrate	mastery	over	others’	(Pascoe	2007,	p.14),	it	is	easy	to	see	how	the	process	of	

discursively	 authenticating	 a	 hardcore	 identity	 is	 also,	 concurrently,	 one	 of	 performing,	

confirming,	 and	 validating	 masculinity.	 Butler	 demonstrates	 that	 ‘gendered	 beings	 are	

created	through	processes	of	repeated	invocation	and	repudiation’	(Pascoe	2007,	p.14;	see	

Butler	1993).	Not	only	do	‘people	constantly	reference	or	invoke	a	gendered	norm’	with	the	

cumulative	 affect	 of	 making	 gender	 appear	 natural,	 but	 they	 ‘constantly	 repudiate’	 the	

‘abject	identities’	of	any	‘unacceptably	gendered	selves’	(ibid.).	Those	constructed	as	abject	

comprise	 what	 Butler	 calls	 a	 ‘constitutive	 outside’,	 against	 which	 normative	 gender	 is	

continually	validated.	In	its	simplest	form,	this	process	operates	as	a	straightforward	binary,	

where	 certain	 forms	 of	 action	 are	 constructed	 as	 either	 masculine	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 or	

feminine	 on	 the	 other,	 and	 connected	 to	 a	 dichotomous	 system	 of	 sex	 roles	 in	 everyday	
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discourse.	 As	 we	 have	 seen,	 one	 of	 the	 main	 identity-forming	 strategies	 deployed	 by	

hardcore	 kids	 is	 that	 of	 claiming	 distinction	 from	 the	 ‘mainstream’.	 But,	 importantly,	 and	

‘although	[subculturalists]	loathe	to	admit	it,	the	femininity	of	these	representations	of	the	

mainstream	is	hard	to	deny’	(Thornton	2005	[1995],	p.190).	Thornton	observed	this	process	

in	the	 ‘Sharon	and	Tracy’	discourse	that	operated	within	British	club	culture	at	the	time	of	

her	research	(1995).	However,	Connell	has	shown	that	the	patriarchal	power	of	masculinity	

is	only	truly	understandable	as	a	hierarchy	of	multiple	and	competing	masculinities	(1995).	

Indeed,	 as	 Pascoe	 has	 noted:	 ‘Connell	 argues	 that	 men	 enact	 and	 embody	 different	

configurations	 of	 masculinity	 depending	 on	 their	 positions	 within	 a	 social	 hierarchy	 of	

power’	 (2007,	 p.7).	 Thus,	 one	 of	 the	ways	 in	which	men	 construct	 their	masculinity	 is	 by	

affirming	their	dominance	over	other	men.	While	the	‘sweaters’	discourse	does	not	in	and	of	

itself	 imply	 a	 feminine	 identity,	 its	 connotations	 of	 softness,	 weakness,	 the	 lacking	 of	

confidence,	 and	 a	 deep	 concern	 with	 the	 superficiality	 of	 appearance	 works	 to	 feminize	

those	to	whom	the	label	is	applied.	In	fact,	Moore	contends	that	‘the	hardcore	association	of	

fashion	 with	 superficiality	 and	 inauthenticity	 restricted	 the	 access	 and	 devalued	 the	

creativity	of	young	girls	socialized	to	construct	their	subjectivity	through	style	and	sexuality’	

(2004,	p.322).	 Few	 respondents	made	 this	point	 as	explicitly	or,	 indeed,	 as	 vehemently	 as	

did	Chad,	who	exclaimed:	

[It’s]	the	way	[sweaters]	carry	themselves;	the	way	they	dress.	They	think	Hardcore	

is	a	fucking	Victoria	Secret	modelling	show.	It’s	a	joke.	You’re	not	tough	because	you	

go	to	the	gym.	

The	 data	 here	 is	 saturated	with	masculine	 bias.	 For	 Chad,	 sweaters	 are	 both	 preoccupied	

with	 the	 visual	 elements	 of	 style,	 as	 well	 as	 unable	 to	 convincingly	 embody	 a	 physical	

toughness	that	is	constructed	here	as	an	indicator	of	authenticity.	Moreover,	the	accusation	

that	 overly	 and	 overtly	 performing	 the	 sartorial	 styles	 of	 hardcore	 can	 be	 compared	 to	
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‘modelling’	is	augmented	by	a	reference	to	Victoria	Secret,	a	global	women’s	fashion	brand	

that	 specialises	 in	 underwear	 and	 is	 marketed	 around	 ‘emphasised’	 (Connell	 1995)	

femininity	and,	thus,	dominant	representations	of	heterosexual	feminine	sexuality.	We	can	

see	 here	 how	 sweaters	 are	 feminised	 in	 Chad’s	 discourse	 on	multiple	 levels.	 Not	 only	 do	

sweaters	 prioritise	 appearance	 over	 action	 (they	 might	 as	 well	 be	 wearing	 women’s	

underwear!),	but	we	see	sweaters	constructed	as	passive	objects;	subordinated	by	and	for	

the	male	gaze,	 they	are	stripped	of	competence,	ability,	and	ultimately	power.	Here,	Chad	

reveals	the	subcultural	backdrop	through	his	valorisation	of	physical	toughness,	values	made	

visible	 through	 his	 denial	 of	 that	 quality	 among	 the	 feminine	 and	 inauthentic.	 It	 is	 worth	

pointing	 out	 that	 Chad’s	 observations	 extend	 beyond	 the	 sartorial,	 referring	 also	 to	

something	deeply	corporeal.	Authenticity	inhabits	a	‘way	of	carrying	yourself’	that	precedes	

the	 discourse	 and	 the	 artifacts	 of	 subcultural	 style.	 As	 mentioned	 in	 the	 discussion	 of	

Haenfler’s	(2006)	work	on	straightedge	and	hardcore	in	Chapter	Two,	hardcore	kids	enact	a	

kind	 of	 ‘masculinity	 in	 contradiction’,	 which	 both	 resists	 and	 reproduces	 hegemonic	

masculinity.	With	respect	 to	the	 latter,	much	of	 the	discourse	of	hardcore	kids	reproduces	

many	 of	 the	 ‘gender	 codes	 and	 conventions	 of	mainstream	 adolescent	 culture’	 (Andes	 in	

Haenfler	 2006,	 p.104).	 In	 one	 interview	 with	 Brian,	 a	 34	 year	 old	 musician	 and	 creative	

industries	 worker,	 he	 offered	 an	 anecdote	 that	 demonstrates	 succinctly	 how	 authenticity	

claims	are	often	made	alongside	a	feminisation	of	competing	masculinities:	

[A	group	of	men]	tried	to	jump	a	mate	of	ours	at	the	last	show	we	had	and	I	was	like,	

“If	six	of	your	mates	want	to	fight	this	guy,	then	there’s	going	to	be	six	of	us,	and	I’ll	

drag	you	all	down	the	road,	where	this	venue’s	not	going	to	get	fucked	up.	What	you	

guys	are	doing	isn’t	right	and	I’m	saying	stop	it	right	now.	But,	if	you’re	going	to	be	

carryin’	on	like	a	cunt…”	
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Brian’s	 story	 is	both	 instructive	and	 full	of	 contradiction.	We	can	see	how	the	behavioural	

transgressions	of	 individuals	who	are	perceived	 to	be	overly	aggressive	are	constructed	as	

feminine	(in	probably	the	strongest	possible	terms).	These	sweaters	aren’t	just	“carryin’	on”	

-	a	popular	expression	to	describe	both	overly	dramatic	and	undesirable	behaviour	-	they	are	

doing	 so	 “like	 a	 cunt”.	 In	 the	 narrative,	 Brian	 is	 constructed	 as	 both	 the	 protector	 of	 the	

scene,	ensuring	that	“this	venue’s	not	going	to	get	fucked	up”,	and	as	the	arbiter	of	justice,	

leaving	the	listener	to	imagine	what	sanction	might	await	the	transgressor	should	they	not	

heed	 his	 warning.	 It	 is	 ironic	 that	 it	 is	 the	 physical	 threat	 of	 violence,	 undoubtedly	 the	

attempt	of	the	abject	other	to	claim	masculinity,	that	marks	these	men	as	inauthentic,	and	

that	 it	 is	 also	 the	 means	 by	 which	 Brian	 affirms	 both	 his	 masculine	 dominance	 and	 his	

authentic	position	 in	 the	hardcore	 scene.	Every	authenticity	 claim	 is	both	a	 repudiation	of	

and	a	reproduction	of	certain	forms	of	masculinity.	Likewise,	Daniel,	who	expressed	a	great	

disdain	for	the	contemporaneous	hardcore	scene,	explained:			

The	last	all-ages	show	I	went	to	was	Antagonist	and	they	played	with,	I	don’t	know,	

maybe	The	War	and	shit.	I	ended	up	getting	into	a	fight	with	some	kids	because,	you	

know...	they	munch	on	‘roids	and	then	go	to	the	gym	and	go	to	shows	to	just	bash	

people	for	no	reason.	

Daniel’s	testimony	was	coded	as	the	‘tough	guy’	discourse	during	the	interpretation	phase	of	

the	research,	because	he	explained	how	some	sweaters	“go	to	shows	just	to	bash	people”.	A	

committed	 straightedger	 who	 had	 claimed	 his	 straightedge	 identity	 for	 nearly	 a	 decade,	

Daniel’s	accusation	that	some	kids	“munch	on	‘roids”	-	that	 is,	consume	anabolic	steroids	-	

also	 operates	 as	 a	 claim	 to	 his	 own	 authenticity,	 since	 his	 ability	 to	 “fight”	 them	 is	 not	

chemically	enhanced	but	part	of	what	his	body	can	organically	do.	Moreover,	and	as	we	saw	

in	Chad’s	comments	earlier,	being	authentically	tough	or	hard	can	only	be	acquired	through	

commitment	 to	 a	 hardcore	 identity	 and	 not	 in	 the	 commercial	 spaces	 of	 the	mainstream	
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fitness	 industry.	 Hardcore	 scene	 participants	 who	 were	 perceived	 as	 overly	 aggressive	 or	

violent	were	systematically	rendered	feminine	through	such	strategies.	Chris,	a	26	year	old	

casual	employee	of	an	independent	record	store,	for	example,	declared:	“all	the	tough	guys	

and	poseurs	will	fade	out	eventually”	and	constructed	acts	of	physical	violence	as	part	of	his	

constitutive	outside:		

Obviously	there	are	those	tough	guys	[in	the	scene]	but	I	feel	like	they	don’t	last	long	

in	 hardcore.	 Like,	 it	 looks	 like	 everyone’s	 there	 to	 throw	 their	 weight	 around	 but	

every	 person	 I’ve	 got	 to	 meet	 through	 hardcore,	 even	 dudes	 like	 [Mitchell]	 who	

looks	like	the	tough	straightedge	guy	who’s	like,	“I’ll	bash	you	if	you	sell	out”...	But	

he’s	completely	the	opposite.	He’s	the	funniest	retard	dude,	who	just	likes	to	hang	

out	with	his	mates...	It’s	been	like	that	with	everyone...		

By	 grouping	 “tough	 guys	 and	 poseurs”	 together	 into	 one	 homogenised	 abjection,	 Chris	

demonstrates	 how	 acting	 like	 a	 ‘tough	 guy’	 reveals	 a	 lack	 of	 real	 knowledgeability	 in	

hardcore	practice.	Authentic	 hardcore	 kids,	 like	Mitchell,	might	 have	 the	 ability	 to	 “throw	

their	weight	around”	but	 they	have	also	been	 in	 the	hardcore	scene	 long	enough	to	know	

that	 they	 don’t	 have	 to	 “bash	 people”	 who	 “sell	 out”	 or	 who	 move	 on	 from	 their	 early	

commitments	 to	 idiocultural	 identities	 such	 as	 straightedge	 in	 order	 to	 claim	 or	 validate	

their	subcultural	(and	therefore	gender)	identities.	In	this	narrative,	making	public	threats	or	

acts	of	physical	 violence	 is	 constructed	as	 too	explicit	 a	 claim	 to	hardcore	 identity.	 Just	as	

‘kids’	focus	too	much	of	their	energy	on	sartorial	and	other	symbolic	concerns,	“tough	guys”	

who	 “bash	 people	 for	 no	 reason”	 other	 than	 to	 claim	 dominance	 and	 authenticity	 are	

interpreted	 as	 fetishizers	 of	 the	 aggression	 that	 necessarily	 comprises	 authentically	

marginalised	 and	 competent	 bodies.	Moreover,	 in	 leveraging	 the	 possibility	 of	 violence	 at	

venues,	which	are	typically	rented	through	private	landlords	who	bear	much	of	the	financial	

liability	 for	 hardcore	 shows	 or	 provided	 by	 local	 government	 organisations	 and	 therefore	
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publicly	funded,	tough	guys	make	such	claims	at	the	expense	of	subjecting	scenic	institutions	

to	a	state	of	precarity.	Ultimately,	 it	 is	this	prioritising	of	their	own	individual	status	within	

the	scene	over	 the	authenticity	and	ontological	 security	of	 the	collective	 that	denies	 them	

their	 claims	 to	 social	 identity	 and	marks	 them	 as	 ‘other’.	 Ron	 summarised	 this	 sentiment	

well,	 explaining	how	claims	 to	hegemonic	masculinity	endanger	 the	 role	of	 the	 scene	as	a	

“sanctuary”	for	the	marginalised.	

People	that	are	in	it	for	the	wrong	idea,	people	who	are	purely	in	it	for	either	girls	or	

just	tryin’	to	be	famous	for	no	reason.	Just	‘cause	they’ve	got	a	whole	lot	of	tattoos	

and	 just	 think	 they	 need	 to	 look	 the	 part	 and	 don’t	 really	 look	 into	what	 they’re	

listening	 to	 or	 really	 respect	what’s	 goin’	 on...	 They	 bring	 negative	 views	 into	 the	

scene,	 like	violence	against	women…	and	 they	discourage	homosexuality	and	stuff	

like	that,	when	really	hardcore	was	about	acceptance	in	the	first	place.	It	was	about	

people	being	different	and	having	their	own	little	sanctuary…	and	no	one	judged!	

While	 much	 of	 the	 data	 I	 collected	 support	 Haenfler’s	 assertion	 that	 performances	 of	

masculinity	 in	the	hardcore	scene	differ	 in	only	 limited	ways	from	that	which	 is	defined	by	

the	 dominant	 culture,	 Ron’s	 words	 emphasise	 how,	 beyond	 iterations	 of	 straightedge	

ideology,	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 more	 generally	 comprises	 of	 ‘young	 men	 testing	 the	

boundaries	of	what	 it	means	 to	be	a	man,	embracing	certain	markers	of	masculinity	while	

rejecting	 others’	 (Haenfler	 2006,	 p.131).	 While	 authentic	 hardcore	 identity	 is	 a	 concept	

closely	 tied	 to	 aspects	 of	 hegemonic	masculinity,	 such	 as	 physical	 toughness,	 dominance,	

and	aggression,	 these	 values	may	also	be	 rejected	on	 the	basis	 that	 they	 celebrate	 sexual	

conquest,	 emotional	 distance,	 risk-taking	 or	 individualism.	 The	 specific	 combination	 of	

masculine	 ideals	 that	 are	 embodied	 or	 celebrated	 in	 the	 scene	 depend	 heavily	 on	 the	

context	in	which	individual	claims	are	made.	While	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	most	

participants	of	this	study	were	at	pains	to	articulate,	often	in	what	amounted	to	crude	and	
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simple	form,	what	they	believed	to	be	“profeminist”	 ideals,	the	patriarchal	and	sometimes	

misogynistic	realities	of	participation	are	obvious	and	undeniable.	

“Songs	About	Drinking	and	Getting	Maggot	Every	Night”	

The	 research	 sample	 for	 this	 study	 included	 straightedge	 and	 non-straightedge	 hardcore	

scene	members,	 though	 straightedge	participants	 became	disproportionately	 represented.	

The	 availability	 of	 academic	 literature	 on	 the	 ‘straightedge’	 lifestyle	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	

prevalence	of	 debates	 about	 and	discourses	on	 sobriety	 and	other	 forms	of	 abstinence	 in	

the	 scene,	 so	 seemingly	 incongruent	 with	 a	 milieu	 borne	 of	 the	 symbolic	 chaos	 and	 the	

corporeal	excess	of	punk	rock.	As	noted	earlier,	 the	hardcore	scene	 is	often	authenticated	

against	 the	visual,	 carnivalesque	 identity	of	punk.	Where	punks	might	celebrate	excess	 (of	

consumption,	 of	 signification),	 hardcore	 embraces	 asceticism.	 Where	 punks	 revel	 in	 the	

rapture	and	the	conspicuousness	of	their	practice,	hardcore	kids	claim	authenticity	against	

the	fetish	of	 image.	Perhaps	this	 is	why	a	commitment	to	a	straightedge	identity	may	help	

hardcore	kids	to	accrue	symbolic	capital	in	the	scene.	Straightedge,	by	definition,	implies	an	

absence	 (of	 consumption,	 of	 practice)	 rather	 than	 excess.	 Straightedge	 cannot	 be	

successfully	claimed	without	doing,	or	rather	not-doing,	in	situ.	It	implies,	by	its	very	nature,	

a	 corporeal	 regime	 of	 becoming	 (through	 sobriety	 and	 clean-living).	 Without	 staunch	

commitment	to	its	regimen,	any	claims	of	adherents	to	authentic	identity	evaporate.	Ryan,	a	

29	year	old	electrician	and	straightedger,	deployed	a	familiar	discourse	(as	discussed	above)	

when	he	explained	that	remaining	straightedge	for	an	extended	period	of	time	engendered	

a	form	of	discipline	in	the	subject:	

I	feel	like	you	can	be	just	as	thorough	and	dedicated	without	being	straightedge.	But	

a	 lot	 of	 the	 old	 timers	 [who	 have	 claimed	 a	 straightedge	 identity	 for	many	 years]	

have	 been	 into	 hardcore	 forever	 just	 because	 they	 have	 that	 discipline	 and	 that	

commitment.		
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One	of	the	primary	ways	in	which	punk	and	hardcore	kids	claim	authenticity	is	through	the	

expression	of	commitment	to	both	the	physical	spaces	of	the	scene	(something	which	will	be	

explored	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapter)	 and	 to	 the	 ideals	 that	 individuals	 connect	 to	

these	experiences.	As	Sam	explained,	“It	bothers	me	when	people	have	a	certain	belief	and	

they	stick	to	their	guns	but	then	they	only	do	it	for	about	two	months	and	then	they	kind	of	

just	 leave”.	The	“stick	 to	your	guns”	discourse	 is	 common,	not	only	among	straightedgers,	

but	throughout	the	hardcore	scene	and	refers	to	the	perceived	commitment	of	 individuals	

to	an	identity	that	positions	them	as	resistant	to	dominant	cultural	norms	and	values.	Yet,	it	

also,	 through	 the	 implication	 of	 one’s	 willingness	 to	 defend	 their	 identity	 with	 stoic	

discipline	and	steadfastness,	constructs	them	as	the	masculine-authentic	and	in	opposition	

to	a	 feminised	mainstream.	As	Haenfler	notes,	hardcore	kids	and	 straightedgers	often	use	

rhetoric	 ‘traditionally	 associated	 with	 masculine,	 even	 military	 constructions	 of	 gender’	

(2006,	p.126)	to	frame	their	experiences	of	the	scene.	

Thomas,	a	30	year	old	physiotherapy	student	and	straightedge	claimant,	referred	to	

the	perception	of	metalcore	band	Parkway	Drive’s	enduring	commitment	to	their	hardcore	

and	straightedge	identities:		

I	 think	 the	meaning	 of	 hardcore	 is	 purely	 that,	 if	 you	 can	 play	music	 and	 connect	

with	 other	 people	 and	 you	 feel	 different	 then	 hardcore’s	 your	 thing,	 hundred	

percent.	But	you	gotta	stay	true	to	the	ideals	of	it.	LIke,	take	Parkway	[Drive]...	[They	

are]	genuine	hardcore	kids	that	grew	up	on	90s	hardcore,	were	super-involved	and	

started	 their	 own	 scene	 in	 Byron	 [Bay,	 a	 small	 coastal	 community	 in	 New	 South	

Wales]	that’s	still	going	today…	They	blew	up,	they	started	a	metal	band,	they	still	

listen	to	hardcore...	Half	of	them	are	still	straightedge	and	they’re	killing	it!	

The	 crux	 of	 the	 perceived	 value	 of	 commitment	 to	 a	 straightedge	 identity	 lies	 in	

acknowledging	the	ways	in	which	it	does	resist	the	dominant	cultural	expectation	that	those	
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who	are	deemed	to	be	and	/	or	deem	themselves	authentically	masculine	adult	men	should	

participate	 in	 and	 value	 the	 experience	 of	 drinking	 alcohol.	 This	 point	 is	 perhaps	 made	

clearer	by	the	fact	that	many	respondents	compared	the	perceived	authenticity	of	Parkway	

Drive	with	other	prominent	bands	with	connections	to	the	Australian	hardcore	scene,	such	

as	 I	 killed	 the	 Prom	 Queen	 (Adelaide),	 The	 Amity	 Affliction	 (Brisbane),	 or	 Deez	 Nuts	

(Adelaide).	 Whereas	 Parkway	 Drive	 maintains	 an	 almost	 paternal	 position	 within	 the	

hierarchies	of	the	Australian	scene,	members	of	these	bands	often	claimed	affiliation	to	the	

‘DTD	Crew’	 (Drunk	 ‘til	 Death).	 Daniel,	 for	 example,	 described	 his	 attendance	 at	 a	 show	 in	

Brisbane,	at	which	Deez	Nuts	performed	what	Daniel	viewed	as	their	“songs	about	drinking	

and	getting	maggot	every	night”.	 ‘Maggot’	 is	a	discourse	many	Australians	use	to	describe	

the	 state	 of	 inebriation	 that	 follows	 the	 overconsumption	 of	 alcohol	 and	 Daniel,	 a	

committed	straightedger,	observed	that	such	 lyrical	content	results	 in	that	“sort	of	crowd”	

attending	their	shows.	Daniel	recalled	his	experience	thus:	

I	hated	 it.	Everyone	there	who	was	supporting	them	wanted	to	 live	that	 lifestyle	–	

they’ve	got	 songs	about	drinking	and	getting	maggot	every	night.	They’ve	got	a	T-

shirt	that’s	got	a	marijuana	leaf	on	the	back	that	says	“too	high	to	die”...	That	sort	of	

shit,	you	know…	that’s	the	sort	of	crowd	they’ve	been	preaching	for	and	they’re	the	

sort	of	people	who	rock	up.	And	me	not	drinking,	me	not	doing	that	sort	of	shit,	it’s	

because	I	don’t	want	to	hang	out	with	those	people.		

Although	Daniel	later	expressed	the	view	that	“just	‘cause	someone’s	‘Edge’,	doesn’t	mean	

they’re	not	a	fuckin’	sweater”,	we	can	see	here	that	“those	people”	whom	Daniel	perceives	

as	 interested	 in	pursuing	 a	 state	of	 inebriation	 are	 constructed	 as	part	 of	 the	 constitutive	

outside.	Indeed,	supporting	“that	lifestyle”	marks	others	off	as	fundamentally	different	from	

Daniel	and	therefore	labels	them	as	inauthentic.	Yet,	although	appropriating	such	symbols	of	

consumption	as	a	“marijuana	 leaf”,	 for	example,	precludes	an	authentic	hardcore	 identity,	
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commitment	 to	 straightedge	 provides	 no	 guarantees,	 even	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 other	

straightedgers	in	the	scene.	To	this	end,	Robert’s	passionate	testimony	was	instructive:	

...as	you	grow	up,	you	get	to	realise	that	life	isn’t	that	black	and	white,	everyone	has	

their	own	vices	and	their	own	pressures.	And	some	people	choose	to	go	down	that	

path	 [of	 drug	 and	 alcohol	 use)	 and	 I	 know	 people	 who	 drink	 and	 smoke	 and	

whatever	and	they’re	still	totally	stand-up,	trustworthy	people.	On	the	other	hand,	I	

know	people	who	have	been	straightedge	for	ten	years	who	I	wouldn’t	fuckin’	trust	

as	 far	 as	 I	 could	 kick	 ‘em.	 So,	 I	 know	 a	 lot	 of	 really	 politically	 and	 socially	 aware	

people	who	are	also	at	home	on	the	‘buges’	on	the	weekend	and,	at	the	same	time,	I	

know	jock,	fuckwit	straightedge	dudes	who	have	no	fuckin’	knowledge	of	the	world,	

have	no	interests	outside	their	narrow	viewpoint	and	I	can’t	fuckin’	stand	it.	I’d	take	

a	fuckin’	crust	punk	who’s	involved	and	informed,	who’s	off	his	fuckin’	head	on	the	

weekend	over	some	gang	mentality	straightedge	fuckwit	any	day	of	the	week.	

To	 be	 sure,	 Robert’s	 issue	 lies	 with	 those	 participants	 whose	 “gang	 mentality”	 prevents	

them	 from	 being	 either	 “involved	 and	 informed”	 or	 “politically	 and	 socially	 aware”.	 The	

“gang	 mentality”	 of	 “jock,	 fuckwit	 straightedge	 dudes”	 refers	 to	 what	 Haenfler	 calls	 the	

persistent	 ‘hypermasculine	 face	 of	 straightedge’	 (2006,	 p.121),	 or	 those	 aspects	 of	men’s	

behaviour	 that	 reproduces	 the	 oppressive	 structures	 of	 masculinity.	 In	 his	 efforts	 to	

authenticate	the	social	identities	of	non-straightedgers	who,	ostensibly,	spend	much	of	their	

leisure	time	at	home	smoking	cannabis	(‘buges’	describes	the	conical,	and	therefore	bugle-

shaped,	 ‘bowl’	of	a	common	water-based	filtration	device	used	for	smoking	cannabis	-	 the	

‘bong’),	 Robert	 reveals	 the	 subcultural	 backdrop	 by	 constructing	 a	 hierarchy	 of	 value	

wherein	 one’s	 “knowledge	 of	 the	world”	 takes	 priority	 over	 concerns	 regarding	 corporeal	

matters	 such	 as	 sobriety	 and	 abstinence.	 Robert’s	 use	 of	 the	 pejorative	 label	 “jock”	 to	

describe	those	straightedgers	doing	hegemonic	masculinity	in	the	scene	also	piques	a	similar	
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theme	in	the	testimony	of	several	non-straightedge	informants,	who	regularly	used	isolated	

cases	of	straightedger	“militancy”	to	authenticate	themselves.	As	Ron	explained:	

It’s	 a	 really	positive	 lifestyle	 choice...	 but	 it’s	not	my	cup	of	 tea,	 that	whole	 clean-

living	thing.	It’s	the	overly	militant	people	forcing	the	whole	idea	of	it	onto	everyone	

else,	crucifying	 those	who	choose	to	shy	away	 from	 it,	or	who	take	 it	up	and	then	

give	it	up.	It’s	just	a	whole	bunch	of	wankery,	to	be	honest.	Then	again,	it’s	usually	

the	Edge	man	who	has	to	drive	me	home!	

It	 is	 significant	 that,	 while	 straightedgers	 and	 others	 obviously	 held	 very	 different	 ideas	

about	 the	 place	 of	 sobriety	 and	 clean-living	 as	 markers	 of	 authentic	 identity,	 all	 of	 the	

participants	expressed	disdain	only	for	those	performances	of	straightedge	identity	involving	

physical	 or	 symbolic	 violence,	which	 targeted	 other	 scene	members	 based	 solely	 on	 their	

consumption	practices.	Even	Ron,	who	expressed	perhaps	the	most	explicit	distaste	for	what	

he	 perceived	 as	 the	 “wankery”	 of	 straightedge	 ideas,	 indicated	 that	 he	 included	

straightedgers	among	his	immediate	social	relationships.	While	many	hardcore	kids	respect	

the	discipline	that	 is	required	to	remain	straightedge	in	the	face	of	a	dominant	masculinity	

that	continually	constructs	 the	consumption	of	alcohol	and	other	risk-taking	behaviours	as	

ideal	masculine	behaviours,	even	those	who	are	able	to	“stick	to	their	guns”	or	”stay	true”	

for	 an	 extended	 period	 of	 time	 are	 subject	 to	 the	 same	 interactional	 norms	 regarding	

physical	 or	 symbolic	 acts	 of	 aggression.	 As	 Haenfler	 notes,	 the	 dominant	 practices	 in	 the	

scene	work	both	to	resist	and	to	reproduce	dominant	masculinities	(2006).	

“Just	As	Hard	As	The	Dudes”	

The	masculine	logic	of	subcultural	capital	does	not	preclude	the	participation	of	women	and	

girls	 in	 the	hardcore	 scene,	but	 it	does	 reveal	how	some	participants	 ‘have	 to	negotiate	a	

masculine	 leisure	 space	 in	 which	 their	 participation	 disrupts	 the	 traditional…	 etiquette	

created	 and	 enforced	 by	 men	 (2011,	 p.327).	 The	 effect	 of	 this,	 as	 Thornton	 has	 already	
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described,	 is	 that	 subcultural	 capital	 operates	 as	 a	 ‘currency	 which	 correlates	 with	 and	

legitimatizes	[sic]	unequal	statuses’	(2005	[1995],	p.190)	outside	of	the	scene.	It	is	certainly	

clear	by	now	that	 leisure	spaces	constructed	around	heavy	music	genres	such	as	hardcore,	

punk,	 or	 heavy	 metal,	 remain	 disproportionately	 populated	 by	 white,	 heterosexual	 men	

(Leblanc	2001;	Haenfler	2006;	Williams	2011;	Sim	and	Baker	2015;	Sharpe	and	Nilan	2017).	

Many	women	do,	 of	 course,	 participate	 in	 these	 activities	 and	 construct	 identities	 around	

their	 participation	 that	 are	 highly	 salient	 in	 their	 everyday	 lives.	 Yet,	 because	 they	 are	

regularly	held	to	considerably	higher	standards	than	their	male	counterparts,	many	women	

struggle	to	establish	status	within	the	internal	hierarchies	of	the	hardcore	scene.	The	reason	

for	 this,	 Williams	 observes,	 is	 that	 dominant,	 ‘androcentric	 definitions	 of	 what	 counts	 as	

valued	audience	participation	directly	affect	women’s	status	within	the	scene’	(2011,	p.59).	

Indeed,	and	as	we	have	seen,	the	logic	of	subcultural	capital	dictates	that:	‘Male	participants	

continue	 to	 reproduce	practices	 that	 both	undermine	 and	devalue	women’s	 participation’	

(Sim	and	Baker	2015,	p.146).	Certainly,	women	who	participate	in	the	scene	must	negotiate	

what	 Schippers	 (2002)	 calls	 ‘gender	 maneuvering’	 (see	 Pascoe	 2007,	 p.116).	 Gender	

maneuvering,	 Pascoe	 explains,	 ‘refers	 to	 the	 way	 groups	 act	 to	 manipulate	 the	 relations	

between	masculinity	and	femininity	as	others	commonly	understand	them’	(ibid.).	The	effect	

of	this	is	that	women	must	constantly	move	between	masculine	and	feminine	identification	

or	 risk	 the	 sanctions	 of	 being	 labelled	 as	 one	 or	 the	 other	 (see	Haenfler	 2006,	 p.137).	 As	

Williams	 summarises:	 ‘For	 those	 who	 want	 to	 be	 regarded	 positively	 by	 other	 scene	

members,	a	situation	emerges	in	which	many	feel	they	must	conform	to	masculine	codes	of	

behavior	or	be	marginalized’	 (2011,	p.59).	As	an	 identity	 that	 is	 ‘expressed	 through	sexual	

discourses	 and	 practices	 that	 indicate	 dominance	 and	 control’	 (Pascoe	 2007,	 p.13),	

masculinity	 is	commonly	thought	of	as	 ‘related	to	the	male	body	but	as	not	specific	to	the	

male	 body’	 (ibid.).	 Sam,	 who	 sometimes	 worked	 as	 a	 touring	musician	 with	 international	

acts,	constructed	‘authentic’	female	participation	in	rigidly	masculine	terms:	
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I	 know	 for	 a	 fact,	 seeing	 [hardcore	 shows	 in	 America]	 first	 hand,	 it’s	 schitz’	 how	

many	girls	go	that	are	actually	hardcore	kids.	Like,	I’ve	seen	multiple...	especially	up	

in	 like	 Connecticut	 and	 the	 East	 Coast	 of	 America,	 I’ve	 seen	 a	 girl	 with	 black	 ‘X’	

tattoos	on	her	hands,	like	real-deal	hardcore	chicks	stage-diving	and	moshing	harder	

than	some	dudes!		

Sam’s	 story	 demonstrates	 succinctly	 how	 men	 claim	 that	 women	 are	 welcome	 in	 the	

hardcore	 scene,	 but	 only	 by	 accepting	men’s	 sovereignty	 over	 it.	While	most	 (but	 not	 all)	

men	 do	 not	 intentionally	 exclude	 women	 from	 participation,	 they	 do	 not	 intentionally	

include	 them	 (Haenfler	 2006,	 p.124)	 and	 the	 effect	 of	 this	 is	 that	 ‘few	 women	 occupy	

positions	 of	 prestige	 or	 influence’	 in	 the	 scene	 (ibid.).	 Quoting	 Walser	 (1993),	 Haenfler	

observes	 that	 this	 is,	 in	 fact,	 an	 example	 of	 ‘female	 exscription’	 -	 a	 ‘process	 common	 in	

youth	 subcultures	 that	makes	women	 absent	 or	 invisible’	 (2006,	 p.124).	 To	 this	 end,	 it	 is	

significant	that	Sam’s	story	authenticates	the	hardcore	identities	of	a	small	group	outside	of	

(and	against)	the	Southeast	Queensland	and	Australian	scenes.	The	implication	here	is	that	

authentic	 female	 participation	 cannot	 be	 observed	 locally;	 Australian	 women	 are	

constructed	as	part	of	a	constitutive	outside,	against	which	“real-deal	hardcore	chicks”	who	

are	 “actually	 hardcore	 kids”	 are	 authenticated	 in	 Sam’s	 discourse.	 This	 was	 evident	 in	 a	

number	 of	 data	 recorded	 during	 the	 research,	 through	 the	 valourisation	 of	 female	 scene	

members	from	other	regional	Australian	scenes.	Chris,	for	example,	noted	how	women	from	

Melbourne	and	Sydney	often	not	only	“mosh	just	as	hard	as	the	dudes”	but	that	they	also	

“love	the	bands,	too”.	The	ascription	of	such	qualities	to	the	authentic	participation	of	girls	

‘over	there’	casts	women	with	whom	Chris	regularly	interacts	at	local	hardcore	shows	as	un-

noteworthy,	or	inauthentic,	in	comparison.	He	said:	

I’m	sure	 it	 is	 [more	difficult	 for	most	girls	 to	 fully	participate].	 It	 is	a	heavily	male-

dominated	place.	Like,	I	know	a	lot	of	girls	get	ridiculed	for	moshing	at	shows	but	if	
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they	 can	 have	 fun	 and	 be	 happy	with	 themselves	 then	 that’s	 a	 really	 good	 thing.	

There	are	girls	like…	from	Melbourne	and	a	few	girls	from	Sydney,	they	mosh	just	as	

hard	as	the	dudes	and	they	love	the	bands,	too.		

It	is	worth	pointing	out	that	Chris’	aim	was	to	stress	the	positive	influence	of	women	and	the	

need	 to	 nurture	 what	 he	 called	 “balance”	 in	 the	 scene.	 However,	 Chris’	 solution	 to	 the	

problem	of	the	“ridicule”	some	women	experience	 in	the	scene	 is	to	encourage	women	to	

“be	 happy	 with	 themselves”,	 rather	 than	 to	 question	 the	 masculine	 standards	 to	 which	

women’s	 participation	 is	 held	 by	 men.	 There	 is	 a	 tacit	 agreement	 here	 that	 the	 ‘idea	 of	

status…	 is	 predicated	 on	 displays	 of	 physical	 toughness,	 including	 acceptance	 of	 personal	

injuries	sustained	while	dancing’	(Williams	2006,	p.59-60).	By	contrast:	

The	 intensely	 physical	 dancing	 at	 some	 hardcore	 shows	 further	 inhibits	 women’s	

opportunities	 to	 fully	 experience	 the	 scene.	 Dancing	 is	 a	 full	 contact	 sport.	

Participants	 stomp,	 swing	 their	 arms	 around,	 and	 collide	 with	 one	 another	 in	 a	

chaotic	melee.	(Haenfler	2006,	p.126)	

As	 we	 saw	 in	 the	 discussion	 about	 moshing	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter,	 ‘the	 sight	 of	 (often	

massive)	 men	 slamming	 into	 one	 another	 and	 punching	 the	 air	 intimidates	 many	 show-

goers,	 particularly	 women,	 and…	 a	 few	 men	 take	 the	 opportunity	 to	 intentionally	 strike	

others	with	relative	impunity’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.127).	On	the	other	hand,	there	is	also	a	very	

important	difference	between	embodying	physical	toughness	and	intentionally	acting	in	an	

aggressive,	confrontational	or	physically	violent	way.	It	is	unsurprising	that	men	interviewed	

as	part	of	this	research	sought	to	distance	themselves	and	their	scene	from	any	intentional	

misogyny,	claiming	that	girls’	sense	of	marginalisation	in	the	scene	was	unfounded	and	that	

their	actual	participation	would	reveal	a	reality	of	gender	equality.	Chad,	commenting	on	the	

authenticity	of	a	female	scene	member	who	recently	had	left	Queensland,	said:	
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She’s	a	legend...	like,	a	hardcore	kid	that	knows	every	word	to	every	song.	She’d	sing	

along	and	mosh	and	stage-dive	or	whatever.	I	think	that	girls	just	need	to	go	and	try	

it	 and	have	 a	 go	or	whatever	 and	 they’ll	 see	 that	 everyone	else	doesn’t	 care	 that	

they’re	a	chick.		

Yet,	it	is	precisely	that	men	do	not	care	that	marks	these	spaces	off	as	masculine.	Moreover,	

to	“care”	about	specific	individuals	or	objects	in	the	space	of	the	hardcore	show	would	be	to	

make	 cognitive	 adjustments	 to	what	 are	 the	 irretrievably	 precognitive	movements	 of	 the	

authentic	body.	As	Michael	explains,	to	“think	of	who’s	around	me”	in	order	to	avoid	contact	

has	 the	 same	 effect	 as	 it	 would	 to	 “think	 of	 targeting”	 someone.	 As	 Michael	 said,	 to	

relinquish	this	state	of	catharsis	is	to	contravene	what	authentic	expressions	of	Hardcore.		

If	I’m	doing	what	I	do,	I	don’t	think	of	who’s	around	me.	If	I	connect	with	somebody,	

it’s	not	something	I	wanted	to	do.	But,	you	should	know	that	if	you’re	going	to	step	

into	the	mosh	pit,	be	prepared	for	something	to	come	swinging	and	maybe	hit	you.	

And	 if	 I	hit	a	woman,	of	course	 I’m	going	to	feel	bad,	because	the	masculinity	of	a	

woman	doesn’t	uphold	[sic]	a	blow	to	the	head	like	a	man’s	does.	But	it’s	not	going	

to	stop	me	doing	what	 I	do	 if	there	are	girls	 in	the	pit.	 I	won’t	target	a	girl	 for	one	

minute;	I	won’t	think	of	targeting	anybody.	But	if	they’re	in	the	pit	it’s	not	going	to	

alter	the	way	I	do	it.	

Michael’s	refusal	to	take	action	in	order	to	make	hardcore	shows	a	more	inclusive	space	for	

women	 represents	 a	 dominant	 attitude	 in	 the	 scene.	 As	 others	 have	 observed,	 this	

sentiment	 is	 frequently	 expressed	 through	 the	 ‘equal	 rights	 means	 equal	 hits’	 (Williams	

2011,	p.58)	discourse.	Just	as	women	are	expected	to	accept	the	physicality	of	the	hardcore	

show	 as	 a	 natural	 component	 of	 the	 scene,	 they	 are	 often	 excluded	 from	 other	

opportunities	 to	 accumulate	 subcultural	 capital.	 This	 is	 especially	 evident	 in	 the	 lack	 of	

female	band	members	and	especially	vocalists	in	the	scene,	since	performances	of	hardcore	
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vocals	 are	 ‘typically	 aggressive,	 with	 singers	 distorting	 their	 voices	 and	 sustaining	 their	

vocalizations	 in	order	 to	 amplify	 the	expression	of	 power’	 (Williams	2011,	 p.58).	Men	 can	

‘subtly	 and	 not-so-subtly	 discourage	 women	 from	 assuming	 positions	 of	 importance	 and	

significance	 (such	as	being	 in	a	band),	 thereby	making	women	second-class	 citizens	within	

the	scene’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.124).	While	the	processes	through	which	women	are	excluded	

are	 revealed	most	 frequently	 through	the	 logic	of	 subcultural	capital,	many	men	do	hold	 -	

and	make	 little	 effort	 to	 curtail	 -	 outwardly	 sexist	 views.	 During	 many	 of	 the	 interviews,	

respondents	 reacted	 in	 various	ways	when	asked	 to	explain	how	 the	 scene	 could	 truly	be	

viewed	as	a	safe	place	for	those	who	feel	marginalised	by	‘mainstream’	society	when	so	few	

women	 feel	able	or	 compelled	 to	attend	 these	 spaces,	 let	alone	make	claims	 to	authentic	

hardcore	 identities.	Though	 the	cumulative	 impact	of	all	 authenticity	 claims	 that	mark	 the	

constitutive	outside	as	 ‘feminine	other’	 is	 to	the	disadvantage	and	exclusion	of	all	women,	

some	 men,	 such	 as	 Chad,	 regularly	 essentialised	 gender	 by	 deploying	 ‘traditional’	 binary	

constructions	of	masculine	and	feminine	traits.	As	Chad,	who	had	earlier	described	knowing	

“real	hardcore	chicks”,	quipped:	

Most	 of	 the	 time	 it’s	 just	 some	 girl	 that’s	 too	 afraid	 to	 get	 her	 shoes	 dirty	 or	 she	

might	not	like	the	fact	that	she	could	get	hit	by	a	boy.	They’re	fragile	creatures	for	

the	most	part.	

It	is	significant	that,	by	the	final	stages	of	this	study,	hardcore	had	become	a	far	less	salient	

component	of	Chad’s	sense	of	self	and	he	is	no	longer	identified	or	was	identified	by	others	

as	either	marginalised,	hardcore,	or	indeed,	straightedge.	Having	‘sold	out’	his	straightedger	

identity,	Chad	had	embarked	on	a	military	career	by	the	culmination	of	the	data	collection	

phase.	Speaking	to	this,	John,	a	27	year	old	bass	player	and	self-employed	body	modification	

specialist,	described	how	Chad	was	now	“too	busy	sweatin’	[military	culture]”	to	care	about	

hardcore	 or	 to	 appreciate,	 having	 developed	 a	 reputation	 for	 strict	 adherence	 to	
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straightedge	 ideology,	 the	hypocrisy	of	“selling	out”	his	 sobriety.	Yet,	Chad’s	 ideas	are	not	

unique.	 And,	 as	we	 have	 seen	 in	 the	 above	 section,	 they	 demonstrate	 ‘how	 the	 practices	

and…	 discourses	 of	male	members	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	work	 to	 limit	 opportunities	 for	

women	 to	 participate	 on	 equal	 terms’	 (Driver	 2015,	 p.202).	 That	 is,	 that	members	 of	 the	

scene	‘are	quick	to	claim	that	they	have	no	“rule”	against	women	members,	yet	are	blind	to	

the	behaviors	that	virtually	ensure	that	women	will	never	join’	(Haenfler	2006,	p.131).		

Conclusion:	Authenticity	and	Status	in	the	Hardcore	Scene	

Besides	 the	 intense	 visceral	 experiences	 of	 participation	 in	 The	 Pit,	 there	 are,	 of	 course,	

many	ways	in	which	hardcore	kids	produce	themselves	–	and	their	scene	–	as	‘authentically’	

hardcore.	The	precise	configurations	of	cultural	practices	through	which	individuals	achieve	

this	are	as	varied	as	each	participant,	for	‘situation,	salience,	and	commitment	directly	affect	

social	 identity,	and	thus	our	sense	of	self’	 (Williams	2011,	p.139).	 In	 this	chapter,	we	have	

seen	 how,	 in	 addition	 to	 constantly	 authenticating	 their	 identities	 via	 discursive	 identity-

forming	 strategies,	 hardcore	 kids	 also	 accrue	 status	 by	 displaying	 forms	 of	 practical	

competence	 in	 the	 distinctive	 ritual	 practices	 of	 the	 scene.	As	Williams	demonstrates:	 ‘By	

distinguishing	 the	 various	methods	 through	which	 people	 identify	 themselves	 and	 others,	

we	 gain	 insight	 into	 how	 the	 individual	 understands	 her	 own	 subjectivity	 and	 her	 active	

participation	in	the	world	(2011,	p.144).	For	Williams,	a	staunch	symbolic	interactionist,	this	

amounts	 to	 an	 acknowledgement	 that,	 ‘social	 identities,	 status-identities,	 and	 personal	

identities	 each	 carry	 out	 different	 social	 functions	 (2011,	 p.144)	 and	 comprise	 competing	

discourses	 through	 which	 people	 make	 sense	 of	 themselves	 and	 each	 other.	 Indeed,	

Hannerz	 argues	 that	 the	 job	 of	 the	 ethnographer	 is	 to	 address	 the	 mechanisms	 of	 this	

discursive	 construction;	 that	 is,	 “how	 authenticity	 is	 performed”	 (Hannerz	 2013,	 p.71,	

emphasis	 added).	 In	hardcore,	 the	 classification	of	both	 self	 and	 the	other	 is,	 to	 return	 to	

Moore’s	words	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter,	‘the	predominant	focus	in	itself,	the	purpose	

of	 cultural	 practice	 and	 the	 center	 of	 its	 symbolic	 universe’	 (2004,	 p.321).	 It	 is	 not	 only	
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leisure	 identities	 that	 are	 at	 stake	 here.	 Hardcore	 kids,	 who	 are	 mostly	 young,	 white,	

heterosexual	cismen	(but	not	exclusively)	must	concomitantly	reproduce	themselves	as	men	

by	inhabiting	certain	masculine	ideals	and	by	repudiating	others.	The	result	of	this	is	a	very	

slippery	 distinction	 between	being	 competent	 in	 hegemonically	masculine	 behaviours	 and	

actually	 doing	 them.	 In	 short,	 the	 logic	 of	 subcultural	 capital	 rewards	 those	 who	 are	

perceived	 to	 contribute	 their	 labour	 to	 the	 production	 of	 the	 scene,	 as	 defined	 by	 the	

masculine	 ideals	 which	 mark	 certain	 behaviours	 off	 as	 positive	 contributions	 to	 the	

collective,	while	simultaneously	labelling	those	which	are	perceived	as	counterproductive	as	

individualist	 and	 ‘other’.	 At	 stake	 here	 are	 not	 only	 the	 social-psychological	 benefits	 of	

having	 one’s	 salient	 leisure	 identity	 validated.	 Authentications	 of	 hardcore	 identity	 also	

position	male	 participants	 as	 particular	 kinds	 of	men	 (and,	 indeed,	 female	 participants	 as	

particular	 kinds	 of	women)	 and	 position	 them	within	 a	 hierarchy	 of	 gender	 relations	 that	

carries	sanctions	 in	both	subcultural	and	everyday	 life.	Privileges	gained	through	sustained	

participation	in	the	scene	and	rewards	for	the	achievement	of	practical	competence	–	or	the	

acquisition	of	‘skill’	(Ingold	2001)	–	are,	in	the	end,	far	more	accessible	to	male	participants,	

who	are	frequently	socialised	to	meet	many	of	the	same	masculine	ideals	within	dominant	

adolescent	culture.	The	following	chapter	explores	this	politics	and	its	 implications	for	how	

we	 understand	 distinctive	 youth	 cultural	 activity	 by	 explicating	 the	 co-constitutional	

relationship	between	self,	identity	and	place	at	the	core	of	the	hardcore	phenomenon.	
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Chapter	Seven:	Technologies	of	Hardcore	

Unlike	a	sculpture	or	a	painting,	 [music]	has	no	existence	other	than	as	sound	and	

therefore	performance	–	whether	live	or	recorded,	given	or	 listened	to.	 It	 is	 in	fact	

“performative”,	in	that	it	changes	those	who	use	it,	and	those	who	use	it	change	it	

by	using	it.	It	is	a	“co-production”:	music	and	society	are	constitutive	of	each	other.	

Music	cannot	be	defined	outside	the	experience	of	those	who	listen	to	it,	play	it	or	

otherwise	appropriate	it;	that	is	to	say,	it	is	indistinguishable	from	its	“mediations”:	

“music	is	nothing	without	everything	on	which	it	can	rely.	Better	still,	it	is	everything	

on	which	it	relies”	(Hennion	2001,	p.	6).	(Looseley	2006,	p.344)	

Towards	a	Technology	of	the	Collective	
	
What	 is	hardcore?	The	question	 implies	much	philosophy.	With	each	canon	of	 sociological	

scholarship	on	leisure-based	cultural	groupings,	the	issue	of	how	to	define	the	nature	of	the	

phenomenon	being	studied	and	 its	relationship	to	a	particular	music	has	been	approached	

through	new	and	epistemologically	diverse	frameworks,	each	of	which	constructs	its	primary	

objects	 or	 subjects	 of	 enquiry	 in	 competing	 ways.	 As	 discussed	 earlier,	 music-based	

groupings	 specifically	have	been	 investigated	 through	myriad	 conceptual	 lenses.	 The	most	

influential	 of	 these	 -	 what	 we	might	 call	 the	 ‘subcultural	 lens’	 -	 focused	 analyses	 on	 the	

homologies	 of	 symbolic	 content	 in	 sartorial	 style,	 music,	 lyrics,	 and	 drug	 use	 (Hall	 and	

Jefferson	1976;	Willis	1978;	Hebdige	1979).	Music,	as	a	sonic	material,	was	either	absent	in	

any	 substantive	 sense	 from	 these	 works	 or	 interpreted	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 meaning	

predetermined	 by	 the	 structural	 positionalities	 of	 its	 milieu.	 Later,	 as	 scholars	 began	 to	

acknowledge	the	active	role	of	audiences	in	the	production	of	meaning	via	the	selection	and	

appropriation	of	cultural	artefacts,	sociological	research	on	musical	groupings	shifted	toward	

the	interpretation	and	categorisation	of	musical	articulations.	Specifically,	music	was	widely	

seen	 as	 a	 primary	 resource	 in	 the	 articulation	 of	 local	 identity	 and	 for	 the	 increasingly	

reflexive	 construction	 of	 ‘narratives	 of	 the	 self’	 (Giddens	 1991)	 that	 had,	 it	 was	 widely	
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posited,	 become	 a	 by-product	 of	 ‘liquid	 modernity’	 (Beck	 1992).	 It	 was	 in	 this	 specific	

context	that	Bennett	(1999)	appropriated	the	concept	of	‘neo-tribes’	(Maffesoli	1996)	in	his	

work	at	 the	 intersections	of	youth	studies	and	the	sociology	of	music,	consolidating	 in	 the	

process	the	multifaceted	and	almost	pan-contextual	critique	of	the	subcultures	 framework	

that	had	been	building	since	the	early	1980s,	but	which	had	crystallised	into	what	might	be	

termed	 a	 distinctly	 ‘post-subcultural	 lens’	 through	 the	 work	 of	 Redhead	 (1993)	 and	 later	

Muggleton	 (2000).	 Bennett’s	 configuration	 of	 musical	 identities	 as	 neotribal	 affiliations	

appeared	 to	 make	 perfect	 sense	 in	 this	 conceptual	 climate	 and,	 in	 exploring	 the	musical	

experiences	of	 young	people	 affiliated	with	new	musical	 cultures,	 such	 as	 rave,	 gifted	 the	

sociology	of	music	an	adequate	theoretical	apparatus	 for	 the	burgeoning	 interest	amongst	

many	 young	 people	 in	 orchestrating	 cultural	 activities	 around	 the	 production	 of	 ‘affective	

warmth’	and	‘collective	effervescence’	(see	Sweetman	2004).	The	temporary	and	sometimes	

multiple	 nature	 of	 the	 affiliations	 to	 such	 cultural	 spaces	 bifurcated	 what	 is	 still	 called	

‘subcultural	 studies’	 as	many	 researchers	pointed	 to	empirical	 examples	of	 groupings	 that	

remained	notably	more	substantive	(Hodkinson	2002)	and	resulted	in	a	sort	of	renaissance	

of	the	much	more	malleable	concept	of	‘scene’	(see	Driver	and	Bennett	2014).	Advocates	of	

the	 scenes	 apparatus	 point	 to	 its	 inclusive	 qualities	 as	 an	 analytical	 framework	 for	 the	

cultural,	 spatial,	 and	 social	 objects	 that	 each	 play	 important	 roles	 in	 the	 construction	 of	

group	identity	(see,	for	example,	Stahl	2004).		

While	the	utility	of	positioning	the	neo-tribe	apparatus	as	an	alternative	to	existing	

frameworks	such	as	subculture	is,	as	this	chapter	will	explore,	open	to	debate,	its	emphasis	

on	 the	 role	 that	 music	 plays	 as	 an	 active	 and	 dynamic	 material	 in	 social	 life	 has	 been	

formative	in	the	consolidation	of	new	sociological	perspectives	in	the	field	of	music	studies.	

These	 more	 recent	 perspectives	 have	 sought	 to	 emphasise	 music’s	 ‘mediating	 role	 in	

relation	to	social	action	and	experience’	(DeNora	2003,	p.170).	The	greatest	significance	of	

this	has	been	the	development	of	theoretical	perspectives	which	point	to	‘how	some	form	of	
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material,	 whether	 an	 object...	 or	 a	 type	 of	music	 (e.g.	marching	music),	 lends	 itself	more	

easily	to	the	doing	of	some	things	over	others’	(ibid.).	While,	in	research	on	the	connection	

between	 music	 and	 society,	 this	 has,	 after	 DeNora	 (2000;	 2003),	 come	 to	 be	 called	 the	

‘music-in-action	 approach’,	 we	 might	 think	 of	 it	 more	 productively	 as	 a	 ‘music-as-

technology’	 approach.	 This	 chapter	 will	 draw	 on	 DeNora’s	 configuration	 of	 music	 as	 a	

‘technology	of	the	self’	(2000),	as	well	as	Roy	and	Dowd’s	development	of	DeNora’s	ideas	in	

their	formulation	of	music	as	a	‘technology	of	the	collective’	(2010).	While	the	former’s	work	

concerns	 the	 way	 in	 which	 music	 can	 be	 conceived	 as	 a	 technology	 through	 which	

individual’s	produce	themselves	as	specific	kinds	of	agents,	 the	 latter’s	work	explores	how	

music	 constitutes	 a	 technology	 that	 affords	 opportunities	 for	 an	 experience	 of	

‘disindividuation’	 (see	Maffesoli	 1996)	 or	 the	 loss	 of	 self	 that	 precedes	 the	 production	 of	

collective	effervescence	among	groups	and	thus	the	production	and	celebration	of	collective	

identity.	This	notion	of	music	as	a	technology	of	the	collective	has	recently	been	advanced	

via	 an	 empirical	 study	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 in	 Chicago,	 USA	 (Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 2013).	

Hancock	and	Lorr’s	application	of	this	 idea	acknowledges	the	ways	in	which,	 ‘as	[hardcore]	

music	 is	 channeled	 into	 interaction	 and	 expression,	 we	 can	 understand	 how	 musical	

practices	 are	 simultaneously	 social	 practices’	 (2013,	 p.342).	 That	 is,	 ‘social	 interaction	 and	

social	spaces	are	not	just	saturated	with	music	for	ambience;	rather	music	is	constitutive	of	

the	different	types	of	agency,	modes	of	expression,	emotions,	and	ways	of	being	that	take	

shape’	(ibid.).		

That	 the	 empirical	 setting	 for	 this	 work	 is	 a	 regional	 hardcore	 scene,	 albeit	 one	

which	is	located	in	North	America,	is	significant.	Hancock	and	Lorr’s	highly	focused	research	

shares	a	variety	of	 salient	 themes	 in	 the	dataset	 that	will	be	presented	here.	This	 chapter	

will	therefore	draw	on	and	expand	Hancock	and	Lorr’s	application	of	Roy	and	Dowd’s	work	

to	 analyses	 of	 the	 role	 that	 performances	 of	 hardcore	 music	 and	 associated	 musical	

practices	play	in	the	production	of	hardcore	identity	in	Australia.	For	example,	having	noted	
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how,	 being	 ‘more	 than	 just	 products	 for	 consumption,	 musical	 practices,	 whether	

intentionally	or	unintentionally,	are	part	of	the	constitution	of	self,	social	interaction,	social	

settings,	and	social	worlds,’	Hancock	and	Lorr	(2013,	p.323)	identify	the	tripartite	strategy	of	

‘moshing,	stage	diving,	and	spatial	role	reversals’	(ibid.	p.342)	as	core	examples	of	this.	Is	it	

primarily,	they	assert,	through	these	participatory	practices	that	hardcore	music	is	actualised	

in	the	context	of	the	show.	That	is,	these	practices:	

...highlight	the	multifaceted	modes	of	expression	through	which	the	loss	of	self	into	

the	 collective	 effervescence	 of	 the	 community,	 the	 feelings	 of	 catharsis	 and	

emotional	release,	the	increased	intensity	and	trust	in	their	social	bonds,	as	well	as	

sentiments	which	both	construct	and	validate	their	social	world	are	experienced	and	

cultivated.	(ibid.	p.343)	

By	 extension,	 this	 chapter	 will	 advance	 the	 idea	 that,	 while	 the	 limited	musical	 practices	

described	by	Hancock	and	Lorr	do	constitute	some	of	the	primary	ways	in	which	participants	

lend	an	affective	labour	to	the	production	of	the	collective,	their	performance	is	imminent	in	

the	coming-together	of	a	range	of	materials	-	or,	in	the	spirit	of	advancing	the	nomenclature,	

technologies	-	necessary	for	an	authentic	emergence	of	hardcore.	Such	materials	are	social,	

physical	and	discursive,	and	include	the	musical	practices	of	audiences	and	performers,	the	

physical	landscapes	wherein	these	practices	are	realised,	the	music	as	a	sonic	material	with	

qualities	that	carry	‘primary	significations’	(see	Middleton	1990)	within	a	particular	cultural	

field,	 and	 the	 symbolic	 universe	 of	 that	 field.	 Thus,	 in	 exploring	 how	 these	materials	 are	

brought	 into	contemporaneous	use	by	Australian	hardcore	kids,	 this	chapter	evaluates	the	

utility	 of	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr’s	 work	 in	 the	 context	 of	 interconnected	 hardcore	 scenes	 in	

Southeast	 Queensland	 and	 Northern	 New	 South	 Wales,	 how	 these	 and	 other	 musical	

practices	 depend	 upon	 the	 inculcation	 of	 particular	 skills,	 as	 well	 as	 how	 these	 practices	

connect	 with	 and	 emerge	 from	 a	 range	 of	 other	 technologies,	 such	 as	 the	 absence	 or	
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presence	 of	 intoxicants	 in	 the	 bodies	 of	 participants	 or	 the	 physical	 and	 political	

characteristics	of	specific	venues	within	the	scene.	

“The	Hardcore	Vibe”	

Included	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 chapter,	 Looseley’s	 summary	 of	 the	 cultural	 sociological	

works	 of	 Hennion	 alludes	 to	 a	 similar	 idea:	 that	 the	 meaning	 of	 music	 is	 defined	 most	

profoundly	in	the	imbrications	of	its	mediations.	In	other	words,	to	say	that	music	affects	us	

-	as	selves,	as	groups	-	is	to	acknowledge	that	it	does	so	in-context.	As	far	as	hardcore	kids	

can	 agree	on	what	 real	 hardcore	music	 sounds	 like	or	 how	hardcore	music	works	 in	 their	

lives,	the	role	of	‘aggression’	is	and	has	always	been	part	of	the	story.	Indeed,	real	hardcore	

is	 not	 codified	 by	 song	 or	 riff	 structures,	 vocal	 pitch	 or	 timbre,	 or	 any	 other	 objective	

qualities	of	its	sound.	Hardcore	music	is	not	defined	by	what	it	objectively	 is,	but	rather	by	

what	it	can	do.	Real	hardcore	is	experienced.	It	takes	over	the	bodies	of	hardcore	kids	and	

affords	opportunities	 for	 ‘social	psychological,	physiological	and	emotional	 states’	 (DeNora	

2000,	p.47).	This	is	what	DeNora	means	when	she	writes	about	how	music	has	the	capacity	

to	influence	people	and	‘how	they	feel	-	in	terms	of	energy	and	emotion	-	about	themselves,	

about	others,	and	about	 situations	 (ibid.	p.17).	As	Chris,	who	earlier	voiced	his	disdain	 for	

overly	aggressive	“tough	guys	and	poseurs,”	(Chapter	Six,	p.197)	described,	hardcore	music	

contains	within	 it	 the	 capacity	 to	elicit	deeply	emotional	 experiences	of	 anger.	Recalling	a	

performance	by	the	Gold	Coast	hardcore	band,	Third	Strike,	Chris	explained	that:		

[Good	hardcore	bands]	 definitely	 play,	 like,	 some	aggressive	hardcore.	 Like,	 it	 just	

makes	you	see	red	when	you	listen	to	 it.	 I	guess	you’re	 letting	your	frustration	out	

and	 so	 are	 [the	 singers	 of	 the	 bands].	 You	 don’t	 really	 think	 about	what	 happens	

until	 the	set	 is	 finished	and	then	you’re	 like,	“wait,	 I	 just	got	hit	 in	 the	 face	with	a	

microphone	and	I	fully	enjoyed	it!”	



	 213	

Many	 hardcore	 kids	 recounted	 the	 emotional	 experiences	 of	 doing	 hardcore	 at	 shows,	

emphasising	that	the	real	value	of	hardcore	could	be	found	in	its	affordance	of	opportunities	

to	 do	 and	 feel.	 Chris’	 story	 demonstrates,	 not	 only	 how	 “aggressive”	 hardcore	 musical	

practices	regulate	bodies,	but	how	the	experience	of	“seeing	red”	can	be	something	which	is	

“fully	enjoyed”	by	participants.	Yet,	the	connection	between	Chris’	emotional	state	and	his	

having	been	“hit	 in	the	face	with	a	microphone”	-	presumably	by	the	singer,	who	was	also	

“letting	out	frustration”	-	points	to	how	a	‘good	deal	of	music’s	affective	powers	come	from	

its	co-presence	with	other	things’	(DeNora	2000,	p.66).	While	the	specific	skills	of	musicians	

will	be	explored	more	fully	later	in	this	chapter,	it	is	pertinent	here	to	acknowledge	the	roles	

played	by	audience,	performer,	objects	(a	microphone),	and	other	materials	that	define	the	

performance.	 Likewise,	Mark,	 a	 32	 year	 old	 plasterer	 and	member	 of	 a	 local	 straightedge	

‘crew’	(see	Purchla	2011),	responded	to	my	question	about	the	popularity	of	the	same	band	

that	Chris	was	describing	by	highlighting	how	he	had	used	hardcore	to	achieve	the	positive	

social	psychological	affects	of	“letting	out	your	aggression”:	

Yeah,	well,	Third	Strike	were	always	that	band	that	you	let	out	your	aggression	to.	I	

guess	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 turn	 to	 Hardcore	 because	 they	 had	 something	 different	 to	

what	everyone	else	had	at	school	and	stuff...	So	it	was	always	a	good	way	to	let	out	

aggression.	A	better	way,	I	think,	than	going	to	pubs	and	getting	drunk	and	fighting,	

like...	 going	 to	 a	 hardcore	 show	 and	 letting	 out	 your	 aggression	 while	 you’re	

surrounded	by	friends	and	still	having	a	good	time...	

Crucially,	Mark’s	 construction	 of	 hardcore	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 safe	 space	 for	 the	 experience	 and	

expression	of	‘collective	affects’	(Anderson	2009)	demonstrates	how	the	practical	relevance	

of	hardcore	is	produced	by	way	of	the	co-presence	of	other	hardcore	kids,	providing	a	sense	

of	being	“surrounded	by	friends”.	This	tension,	between	the	aggressive	pseudo-violence	of	

hardcore	 and	 the	 positive	 social	 and	 psychological	 effects	 of	 the	 collective	 production	 of	
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affect,	 informs	 the	 salient	 discourses	 of	 the	 scene	 and,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 its	 logic	 of	

subcultural	capital.	As	Michael	explained,	aggression	is	key	element	of	these	affects:	

The	hardcore	vibe	has	gotta	be	hard-hitting,	it’s	gotta	be	to	the	point	and	aggressive.	

That	 vibe	doesn’t	 always	exist	 in	every	music	 genre.	 I	 think	hardcore	 really	 stands	

out	with	those	three	things.	That’s	the	vibe,	to	me.	It’s	gotta	be	those	three	things.	

Michael’s	 emphasis	 on	 the	 “hardcore	 vibe”	 encapsulates	 a	 dominant	 discourse	 among	

hardcore	kids.	The	connotations	of	viscerality	and	sensation	help	to	articulate	the	‘feeling’	of	

hardcore,	 which	 transcends	 a	 single	 emotion	 and	 refers	 more	 to	 a	 kind	 of	 hardcore	

atmosphere.	The	slippery	notion	of	atmosphere	in	everyday	discourse	has	recently	been	re-

theorised	 through	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘affective	 atmospheres’	 (see	 Anderson	 2009).	

‘Atmospheres	 are	 perpetually	 forming	 and	 deforming,	 appearing	 and	 disappearing,	 as	

bodies	 enter	 into	 relation	 with	 one	 another,’	 writes	 Anderson,	 and	 they	 are	 ‘singular	

affective	 qualities	 that	 emanate	 from	 but	 exceed	 the	 assembling	 of	 bodies’	 (2009,	 p.79).	

Affective	atmospheres	allow	us	to	conceive	of	how	‘places	are	more	than	simple	congeries	

of	 material	 objects,	 structured	 behaviours,	 and	 political	 technologies;	 places	 evolve	 and	

mutate	 according	 to	 the	 affective	 pitch	 and	 echo	 of	 the	myriad	 practices	 and	 encounters	

experienced	in	place’	(Duff	2010,	p.885;	emphasis	added).	As	Duff	explains,	the	concept	of	

affective	atmospheres	‘capture[s]	the	emotional	feel	of	place,	as	well	as	the	store	of	action-

potential,	 the	 dispositions	 and	 agencies,	 potentially	 enactable	 in	 that	 place’	 (ibid.	 p.882).	

Indeed,	one	of	 the	central	aims	of	 this	 chapter	 is	 to	 reveal	 the	primary	 technologies	upon	

which	the	production	of	hardcore	places	depends.	In	doing	so,	hardcore	is	figured	as	more-

than-music.	Hardcore	refers,	 in	the	first	 instance,	to	the	production	of	 ‘thick	places’	(Casey	

2001);	what	Pink	calls	the	‘place-event’	(2009).	
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“Like	An	Angry	Pit-Bull	Cumming	On	Your	Face”	

For	 hardcore	 kids,	 the	 line	 between	 appropriate	 levels	 of	 ‘aggression’	 and	 associated	

behaviours	on	the	one	hand,	and	‘violence’	and	inappropriate	behaviours	on	the	other	can	

be	blurry.	As	Russell,	a	30	year	old	full-time	retail	employee,	revealed,	the	most	memorable	

or	 noteworthy	 hardcore	 shows	 are	 often	 those	 which	 are	 characterised	 by	 intensely	

physical,	and	sometimes	“violent”,	interaction:	

I	think	that	around	2007/2008	there	were	a	lot	of	shows	that	were	just	violent.	Guys	

were	hitting	people	in	the	face	with	the	microphone	and	there	were	dudes	moshing	

with	chairs	and	body	boards	and	it	was	just	a	crazy	whirl.	There	was	just	stuff	going	

on	everywhere.	 It	was	 just	 really	 fun.	 I	 guess	not	a	 lot	of	music	has	 that	effect	on	

people.	

Indeed,	as	Haenfler	has	previously	noted:	‘In	the	eyes	of	hardcore	kids,	the	best	show	is	one	

in	which	both	 the	band	and	 the	audience	“go	off,”	 losing	control,	 jumping,	and	screaming	

together	 in	a	melee	of	 tangled	bodies’	 (2006,	p.19).	As	 the	passage	at	 the	 introduction	of	

this	chapter	indicates,	music	is	always	a	co-production	in	the	sense	that	its	potentialities	are	

defined	in	context,	impacted	upon	by	the	historicities	and	trajectories	of	the	materials	that	

are	 present	 and	 enveloped	 in	 a	 mutually	 constitutive	 coming-together.	 In	 this	 case,	

according	 to	 Russell,	 those	 materials	 include	 the	 specific	 styles	 of	 dance	 that	 can	 be	

observed	 in	 hardcore	 scenes	 across	 the	 globe,	 as	 well	 as	 additional	 apparatus	 such	 as	

“Chairs”	 and	 “body	 boards”	 which,	 in	 their	 appropriation,	 demand	 innovation	 and	 a	

heightened	 experience	 of	 risk	 as	 the	 space	 (d)evolves	 into	 a	 “crazy	 whirl”.	 While	 the	

production	of	affective	atmospheres	exceeds	this	coming-together	and	may	be	comprised	of	

materials	that	draw	upon	the	practical	dexterities	of	hardcore	kids,	hardcore	music	remains	

an	 essential	 technology	 in	 the	 initial	 animation	 of	 these	 agencies.	 Justin,	 a	 23	 year	 old	

unskilled	worker,	asserted	that	these	were	the	salient	qualities	of	hardcore	music:	
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…that’s	what	separates	 the	whole	aggressive	side	of	hardcore	as	opposed	to	say	a	

rock	band	that	has	just	as	heavy	and	sort	of	punchy	hard-hitting	songs.	But	there’s	

not	that	aggression	and	that	mindset	of	 letting	out	all	 the	shit	that’s	going	on	that	

most	hardcore	kids	have	to	deal	with	and	express.	So	 I	 feel	 like	that	separates	the	

whole	 difference	 of	 a	 violent	 show	 or	 an	 aggressive	 show	 with	 a	 mosh	 pit	 from	

someone	who	plays	music	that	has	people	standing	still.	

Hardcore	 kids	 describe	 their	 experiences	 of	musical	 consumption	 in	many	 different	ways.	

Yet,	 there	 is	 a	 common	 emphasis	 on	 the	 intensity	 of	 the	 musical	 experience	 (which	

frequently	manifests	 in	metaphors	 of	 being	 ‘taken	 over’	 by	 the	music)	 and	 the	 collective	

“mindset”	or	“common	mentality”	of	those	whose	practices	function	as	a	mediation	of	these	

experiences.	 While,	 above,	 Russell	 refers	 to	 this	 sense	 of	 total	 envelopment	 within	 the	

atmosphere	 of	 the	 show	 as	 a	 “whirl”,	 yet	 the	 visceral	 nature	 of	 the	 experience	 is	 often	

illustrated	 vividly	 in	 the	 discourse	 of	 participants.	 For	 instance,	 and	 in	 typically	 irreverent	

fashion,	Brian	described	hardcore	as	“like	an	angry	pit-bull	 cumming	on	your	 face”.	At	 the	

time,	 I	 noted	 how	his	 answer	 seemed	 to	 rush	 out	 of	 him,	 as	 though	he’d	 come	prepared	

with	the	words	on	the	tip	of	his	tongue.	That	the	graphic	nature	of	Brian’s	testimony	invoked	

an	 action	 that	 necessitates	 the	 use	 of	 sexually	 functional	 male	 bodies,	 albeit	 within	 his	

overtly	zoomorphic	metaphor,	is	an	explicit	and	extreme	extension	of	the	strong	correlation	

between	constructions	of	authenticity	and	masculinity	in	the	hardcore	scene,	even	if	Brian	is	

deviating	from	dominant	performances	of	heteronormativity.	However,	it	does	capture	the	

sense	in	which	the	individual	listener	(as	an	embodied	actor)	is	supposed	to	surrender	their	

agency	completely	in	the	face	of	an	overwhelming	and	unequally	powerful	other.	The	point	

is	that	hardcore	is	productive	of	atmospheres,	which	dominate	-	absolutely.	Even	more	than	

they	dominate,	they	envelop.				
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Returning	to	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	we	can	say	that	atmospheres	are	generated	by	

bodies…	 affecting	 one	 another	 as	 some	 form	 of	 “envelopment”	 is	 produced.	

Atmospheres	 do	 not	 float	 free	 from	 the	 bodies	 that	 come	 together	 and	 apart	 to	

compose	situations.	Affective	qualities	emanate	from	the	assembling	of	the	human	

bodies,	discursive	bodies,	non-human	bodies,	and	all	the	other	bodies	that	make	up	

everyday	situations.	(Stewart	in	Anderson	2009,	p.80)	

Anderson’s	work	helps	us	to	grasp	the	utility	of	hardcore	kids’	 fascination	with	the	vibe	or	

“energies”	of	hardcore.	As	Brian	extrapolated,	“there’s	that	positive	hardcore	that’s	not	as	

angry	 as	 a	 pit-bull	 but	 the	 message	 and	 the	 energies	 at	 shows	 are	 exactly	 the	 same”.	

Haenfler,	 preferring	 to	 describe	 the	 vibe,	 energy,	 or	 atmosphere	 of	 hardcore	 shows	 as	 a	

“tense	feeling	in	the	air”,	has	previously	written:	

A	great	show	carries	a	tense	feeling	in	the	air	as	if	a	fight	or	injury	could	happen	at	

any	moment,	yet	usually	neither	occurs.	When	a	kid	falls	down,	other	kids,	friends	or	

strangers,	ideally	pick	up	their	fallen	comrade,	who	quickly	leaps	back	into	the	fray.	

(Haenfler	2006,	p.19)	

That	some	shows	are	characterised	as	having	successfully	produced	higher	intensities	of	the	

hardcore	 vibe	 than	 others	 points	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 this	 process	 of	 assembling	

technologies.	Hardcore	 cannot	be	 reduced	 to	 the	absence	or	presence	of	 skilled	moshers,	

aggressive	and	“hard-hitting”	music,	tangible	(inanimate,	insofar	as	these	arguments	permit	

me	 to	make	 such	as	distinction)	objects,	 or	 any	 and	all	 other	 contingencies	 that	might	be	

listed.	It	is	rather	produced,	through	a	process	of	innovation	that	takes	place	in	light	of	the	

complex	and	historical	‘entanglements’	(Ingold	2008)	of	materials,	within	the	context	of	the	

coming-together	of	place	and	the	co-constitution	of	the	collective.	As	Robert	detailed:				

I	suppose	a	smaller,	tighter	venue	[is	necessary	for	a	great	show];	the	audience	just	

as	much	as	 the	bands…	 I	mean,	you	could	have	 five	hardcore	bands	that	might	be	
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playing	 a	 Bondi	 Bowl-A-Rama	 or	 something	 where	 it’s	 just	 normal	 people	 going.	

That’s	 not	 a	 hardcore	 show.	 The	 people	 and	 the	 band	 need	 to	 have	 a	 common	

mentality	that	comes	from	a	hardcore	background.	

As	always,	Robert’s	testimony	is	instructive.	While	“smaller,	tighter	venues”	can	allow	for	a	

contagion	of	affect,	 the	Bowl-A-Rama,	an	annual	skateboarding	competition	that	has	been	

held	 in	 Australia	 -	 and	 showcased	 Australian	music,	 including	 punk	 and	 hardcore	 bands	 -	

since	 2005,	 is	 the	 antithesis	 of	 this.	Not	 only	 are	open	 air	musical	 performances	 regularly	

spurned	by	hardcore	kids,	these	festival-like	events	also	draw	“normal	people”	who	do	not	

have	a	“hardcore	background”	and	therefore	cannot	share	in	the	“common	mentality”.	And	

this	is	an	essential	component	of	the	feeling	of	solidarity.	As	I	will	demonstrate	later	in	this	

chapter,	hardcore	kids,	including	Robert,	see	these	as	problems	that	cannot	be	overcome	by	

the	mere	presence	of	hardcore	music	or	the	showmanship	of	its	performers.		

“It’s	That	Feeling	Like	I’m	a	Part	of	This”	

Notions	 of	 ‘community’,	 ‘brotherhood’,	 and	 ‘unity’	 are	 never	 far	 from	 the	 discourse	 in	

hardcore.	 Though	 hardcore	 kids	 frequently	 celebrate	 bands	 and	 venues	 that	 develop	 a	

reputation	for	wild,	crazy,	or	even	violent	atmospheres,	they	also	value	their	opportunities	

for	interpersonal	intimacy	and	champion	the	visceral	feelings	of	collective	solidarity	to	which	

this	gives	rise.	Sam,	for	example,	described	how	“Hardcore	really	has	a	strong	sense	of	unity	

and	 it	 really	 supports	 the	 direct	 ideal	 of	 sticking	 together	 as	 a	 movement	 of	 people.”	

Although	 Sam	 calls	 hardcore	 a	 “movement	 of	 people”,	 this	 research	 confirmed	 the	

observations	 of	 a	 long	 list	 of	 scholars	 who	 have	 called	 hardcore	 a	 ‘male-dominated,	

homosocial	 subculture’	 (see	 Sewell	 2012,	 p.14).	 The	 preoccupation	 with	 status	 and	

hierarchy,	which	is	predominantly	structured	by	masculine	performance,	reinforce	Kimmel’s	

assertion	 that	 ‘homosocial	 relationships	 provide	 the	 foundation	 upon	 which	 all	 status	 in	

[Western]	male	hierarchies	is	built’	(in	Sewell	2012,	p.64).	In	Australia,	too,	recollections	of	
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authentic	emergences	of	hardcore	often	focus	on	the	physical	and	emotional	intimacy	that	

was	experienced	by	male	participants	 in	attendance.	Steve,	a	27-year-old	 law	student	and	

vocalist	in	a	Gold	Coast	hardcore	band,	spoke	enthusiastically	about	both:	

For	 me,	 hardcore	 would	 be	 honesty,	 intensity	 and	 emotion.	 I	 heard	 someone	

describe	the	hardcore	scene	as	where	white	middle-class	boys	come	to	share	their	

feelings.	And	that’s	kind	of	 like,	you	know,	 in	a	condescending	way,	that’s	quite	an	

apt	description.	It’s	that	feeling	like	I’m	a	part	of	this…	If	people	are	jumping	all	over	

each	other	and	not	caring,	like,	I	guess	this	is	your	poster	for	hardcore,	people	from	

all	different	walks	of	 life	and…	you’re	not	 friends	with	 these	people	on	a	personal	

level,	but	here	you	are	jumping	all	over	them	to	get	to	the	microphone	and	you	fall	

over	 and	 they	 pick	 you	 back	 up.	 This	 is	 what…	 this	 is	 the	 whole	 hardcore	 unity,	

resilience,	solidarity...	that’s	what	it	is	there.		

Defining	hardcore	in	these	terms	is,	of	course,	more	common	among	male	participants,	who	

enjoy	greater	proximity	and	access	to	the	spaces	where	performances	of	these	behaviours	

take	 place.	 Hardcore’s	 long-established	 reputation	 as	 a	 space	 for	 the	 expression	 of	 a	

distinctly	 masculine,	 physical	 bravado	 transcends,	 Steve	 says,	 divisions	 inscribed	 by	 the	

idiosyncrasies	 that	define	 the	 “different	walks	of	 life”	 from	which	hardcore	 kids	 enter	 the	

scene.	 Steve’s	 testimony	 is	 interesting	 for	 its	 multiple	 references	 to	 how	 access	 to	 the	

technologies	of	hardcore	is	achieved	as	part	of	an	interactional	process.	More	specifically,	it	

speaks	to	three	essential	 ingredients	 in	that	process:	1.	that	attendees	are	socially	open	to	

each	other	by	way	of	their	emotional	“honesty”;	2.	that	physically	intense	listening	practices	

collide	bodies	in	an	environment	where	the	associated	risks	are	mitigated	by	the	knowledge	

that	 others	 will	 “pick	 you	 back	 up”;	 and,	 3.	 that	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 group	 “unity”	 or	

“resilience”	or	“solidarity”	is	produced.	
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In	many	ways,	the	emphasis	on	‘communitas’	(Maffesoli	1996)	alludes	to	the	forms	

of	 sociality	 observed	 by	 others	 in	 research	 on	 different,	 but	 similarly	 visceral,	 contexts	 in	

which	music	 is	 collectively	 and	 ritually	 consumed.	Malbon	 (1999),	 for	 example,	 observed	

how	clubbers	would	cohere	around	the	practice	of	clubbing,	using	their	bodies	to	mediate	

their	 sensorial	 consumption	 of	 dance	 music.	 Malbon	 did	 not	 reduce	 the	 salience	 of	 the	

interactional	 context	 to	 a	 social	 negotiation	 of	meaning	 but	 acknowledged	 its	 role	 in	 the	

provision	of	a	kind	of	affective	warmth	that	was	crucial	in	manufacturing	the	collective.	

According	 to	 Malbon,	 such	 forms	 of	 identification	 are	 articulated,	 and	 thus	

reinforced,	 through	 shared	 “practices	 of	 performance	 [that]…	 constitute	 the	 glue	

which	 acts	 to	 bind	 the	 disparate	 personae	 together	 encapsulating	 the	 customs,	

traditions	 and	 norms	 that	 go	 to	 make	 clubbing	 a	 distinctive	 form	 of	 social	

interaction”.	(Malbon	1999	in	Bennett	2000:	87-8)		

Malbon’s	 lexicon	 is	 deliberate.	 The	 idea	 is	 that	 it	 is	 the	whole	 repertoire	of	 practices	 that	

take	 place	 in	 the	 dance	 club	 that	 is	 constitutive	 of	 an	 emergent	 totality	 -	 or	 ‘affective	

warmth’	(Maffesoli	1996,	p.43).	It	is	this	surplus,	which	facilitates	‘a	loss	of	self’	(ibid.),	that	

‘binds’	clubbers	together	and	creates	a	space	wherein	distinctive	group	identity	is	rendered	

possible.	 In	 his	 own	 review	 of	 Maffesoli’s	 work,	 Sweetman	 poignantly	 observes	 that	 this	

form	of	sociality,	which	Maffesoli	calls	‘neotribalism’,	can:	

ultimately	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 aesthetic	 form	 of	 sociality,	 favouring	 “appearance	 and	

form”	(Maffesoli,	1996,	p.98)	–	as	an	expression	of	shared	feelings	and	experiences	

–	 above,	 for	 example,	 formalised	 membership	 criteria,	 or	 a	 commitment	 to	

particular	(ideological)	beliefs.	(Sweetman	2004:	86)		

As	 Maffesoli,	 whose	 theory	 influences	 Malbon’s	 interpretation	 of	 data,	 believed:	

‘what	is	important	is	the	energy	expended	on	constituting	the	group	as	such’	(in	Sweetman	

2004,	 p.86)	 rather	 than	 abstract	 or	 political	 ideals.	 This	 focus	 on	 the	 corporeal,	 somatic	
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aspects	of	cultural	practices	over	the	symbolic	and	political	ones	is	relevant	here,	too.	Many	

participants	in	this	study	made	similar	reference	to	the	visceral	basis	of	social	interaction	at	

hardcore	 shows.	 Dale,	 a	 31	 year	 old	 vocalist	who	 grew	 up	 on	 the	Gold	 Coast	 but	 lives	 in	

South	Brisbane,	recalled	the	sense	of	“connection”	forged	in	the	social	uses	of	music:	

You’ve	got	that	kind	of	connection	where	you	can	grab	that	person	by	the	back	of	

the	 head	 and	 he’s	 in	 your	 face	 yelling	 at	 you	 and	 you	 know	 that	 you’ve	 got	 that	

real…	like	that	person	comes	up	after	the	show	and	you’ll	see	him	straight	away	and	

he’ll	put	his	hand	out	and	you’ll	shake	it	and	go,	“Good	show!”	

Due	to	the	pressure	on	young	men	in	the	hardcore	scene	to	reproduce	aspects	of	hegemonic	

masculinity	 via	 the	 repudiation	 of	 homosexuality,	 hardcore	 kids	 with	 high	 levels	 of	

subcultural	 capital	 are	 far	more	 likely	 to	 invite	 or	 to	make	 open	 reference	 to	 homosocial	

intimacy	outside	the	context	of	the	mosh	pit.	Brian,	who	performed	regularly	as	the	primary	

vocalist	 in	 a	 long-running	 Gold	 Coast	 hardcore	 band	 and	 underscored	 the	 challenges	 of	

managing	 the	 implicit	 dualities	 of	 hardcore	masculinity,	 admitted	 to	 feeling	 vulnerable	 at	

times	when	he	was	explicitly	promoting	homosocial,	male-to-male	intimacy	at	shows:		

You	go	there	and,	 I’ve	 [told	audiences]	before	at	shows,	 just	 random	people,	“just	

turn	to	the	person	on	your	right	and	get	to	know	that	person	because	that	person	

should	be	your	mate.”	I	mean,	people	look	at	me	weird	but	I	don’t	give	a	fuck!	

In	 contrast	 to	 the	 hypermasculine	 performances	 of	 moshing,	 Brian’s	 actions	 do	 not	

presuppose	the	melee	of	the	mosh	pit	or	even	the	cacophony	of	the	hardcore	sound	track.	

Rather,	Brian’s	story	is	set	in	the	quiet	in-between,	the	comparatively	long	period	after	the	

band	has	completed	a	performance	and	the	instrumentalists,	back	turned	to	the	audience,	

set	 about	 the	 re-tuning	 and	 re-calibrating	 of	 their	 sound.	 It	 is	 here	where	 band	 leaders	 -	

usually,	 but	 not	 exclusively,	 vocalists	 -	 have	 the	opportunity	 to	 engage	 in	 banter	with	 the	

crowd,	who	have	also	been	largely	de-animated	by	the	lull	in	the	wall	of	noise.	While	I	was	
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not	present	 for	 the	 show	at	which	Brian’s	 story	 takes	place,	 this	 ‘in-between’	 is	 a	 familiar	

experience	 for	 hardcore	 kids.	 To	 fill	 the	 sonic	 void,	 vocalists	 regularly	 engage	 in	 frantic	

banter	with	 the	crowd,	which	ranges	 from	highly	politicised	rants	on	a	variety	of	 topics	 to	

direct	verbal	abuse	of	groups	or	individuals.	Brian	has	a	reputation	for	using	this	time	to	tell	

his	story,	which	normally	includes	intimate	details	of	his	life	before	he	“found”	hardcore	and	

a	range	of	claims	to	authenticity	made	against	others	in	his	family.	For	Brian,	hardcore	truly	

has	been	a	“haven”	and	this,	he	says,	is	something	that	drives	his	participation:		

…if	we	can	get	these	[at-risk]	guys	off	the	street	and	indoors,	with	as	much	positive	

content	as	you	can,	with	 the	aggressive	music	 –	and	 I	 know	 it	 sounds	weird	–	but	

you’re	keeping	that	person	from	doing	other	stuff	out	there,	being	a	fuck	up.	They’re	

inside	with	 a	 bunch	 of	 their	mates,	 and	 it’s	 not	 even	 ten	 of	 their	mates,	 it’s	 two	

hundred.	 And	 they’re	 climbing	 all	 over	 each	 other	 and	 letting	 it	 all	 out.	 And	 it’s	

fuckin’	 fine!	And	they’re	not	outside	getting	chased	by	police	or	security	guards	or	

sitting	in	their	house	fuckin’	doing	dumb	shit…	

Brian’s	enthusiasm	for	hardcore	as	an	intervention	strategy	for	kids	who	are	at	risk	of	“doing	

dumb	shit”	 (Brian	 is	a	 long-term	straightedge	claimant)	depends	upon	the	maintenance	of	

hardcore	as	a	space	for	cathartic	musical	practice.	The	production	of	an	authentic	hardcore	

atmosphere	is	thus	dependent	upon	a	number	of	factors	and	the	maintenance	of	the	sense	

of	togetherness	that	lies	at	the	very	core	of	the	hardcore	scene	depends	on	the	realisation	

of	 physical	 spaces	which	 facilitate	 the	 transmission	 of	 affect	 (Stewart	 2007).	 Saliently,	 the	

embodied	musical	practices	that	lend	their	distinctive	qualities	to	the	physical	spaces	of	the	

hardcore	 scene,	 and	 which	 territorialise	 them,	 are	 mutually	 constitutive	 of	 both	 self	 and	

place.	 They	 are,	 in	 other	 words,	 both	 technologies	 of	 self	 (in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 afford	

mobility	 between	 emotional	 states	 and	 identities	 of	 individuals)	 and	 technologies	 of	 the	
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collective,	 in	 that	 they	 produce	 affective	 atmospheres	 that	 capacitate	 bodies	 through	 the	

affordance	of	opportunities	to	act	and	perceive.	

“Stage	Dives	and	High	Fives”	
	
Hancock	 and	 Lorr’s	 study	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene	 in	 Chicago	 has	 usefully	 theorized	 this	

through	their	own	development	of	Roy	and	Dowd’s	(2010)	notion	of	the	‘technology	of	the	

collective’	(2013,	p.321).	Hancock	and	Lorr	noted	how	hardcore	music	was	brought	into	use	

in	the	development	of	‘trust’	and	that	the	musical	practices	that	take	place	in	the	course	of	

its	consumption	increased	the	‘intensity	of	the	social	bonds	with	and	to	the	collective’	(ibid.	

p.228-9).	Many	of	the	distinctive	patterns	of	practice	that	were	both	directly	observed	and	

salient	in	the	discourse	of	the	participants	in	their	study,	such	as	moshing,	stage	diving	and	

spatial	 role	 reversals	between	performers	and	audiences,	were	also	 the	primary	means	by	

which	 hardcore	 kids	 in	 Southeast	 Queensland	 actively	 participated	 in	 the	 production	 of	

hardcore.	These	practices	are	essential	components	in	this	process,	for	the	‘aesthetic	value	

of	 music	 resides	 not	 in	 the	 abstract	 nor	 in	 the	 singular	 personal	 experience,	 but	 in	 the	

localized	social	interactions	between	individuals	and	groups’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.323).	

That	is,	the	‘energy’	produced	at	a	show	–	also	articulated	and	evaluated	by	respondents,	as	

we	have	seen,	in	the	use	of	words	such	as	‘vibe’,	‘feel’	or	‘atmosphere’	–	is	not	perceived	to	

be	 facilitated	 exclusively	 by	 the	music,	 or	 even	 the	music-makers.	While	 respondents	 did	

frequently	assert	that	particular	bands	gained	status	in	the	scene	by	developing	a	reputation	

for	inciting	such	energy,	the	ultimate	quality	of	the	experience	was	invariably	attributed	to	

the	motivations,	movements	 and	 abilities	 of	 hardcore	 audiences.	 This	 coming-together	 of	

various	 bodies,	 including	 the	 performers,	 audience	 and	 the	 physical	 refractions	 of	 sonic	

materials,	 is	what	constitutes	a	relationship	of	‘constitutive	co-ingredience’	(Casey	2001)	in	

the	production	of	hardcore.	Yet,	as	one	Chicagoan	explained,	“the	mosh	is	like	the	heartbeat	

of	the	music”	(Pete	in	Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.329).	Indeed:	
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It’s	 like	 the	moshing	and	 the	music	 go	 together;	 you	 can’t	 just	have	one.	Music	 is	

moshing,	 it’s	 all	 part	 of	 the	 whole.	When	 you	 hear	 the	 drums	 pounding	 and	 the	

guitars	grinding,	the	mosh	is	a	physical	part	of	the	music…	One	is	just	the	extension	

of	the	other	in	a	way.	(Hank,	ibid.).	

Just	 as	 one	 hardcore	 band	 member,	 Pete,	 who	 was	 interviewed	 by	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	

explained	 how	 “the	 mosh	 dictates	 how	 hard	 we	 play”,	 several	 participants	 of	 this	 study	

asserted	 that	 the	 affective	 exchange	 that	 takes	 place	with	 their	 audience	 is	 generative	 of	

atmospheres	that	have	a	much	greater	capacity	to	influence	the	outcomes	of	the	show	than	

any	 degree	 of	 technical	 or	 emotional	 skill	 that	 is	 seen	 to	 characterise	 the	 performers.	 As	

Robert,	who	had	played	guitar	in	various	bands	while	living	in	places	serviced	by	almost	all	of	

the	significant	regional	hardcore	scenes	around	the	country,	confirmed:	

It’s	 mainly	 the	 kids’	 energy	 [that	 affects	 the	 outcomes	 of	 a	 show].	 We	 could	 be	

playing	our	guts	out	and	going	mental	on	stage	and	that	kind	of	thing,	and	we	could	

play	 every	 song	 absolutely	 note-perfect,	 tighter	 than	 it’s	 ever	 been.	 But	 if	 the	

crowd’s	 standing	 there	 and	 they	 don’t	 really	 give	 a	 fuck	 and	 they’re	 not	 getting	

energetically	or	actively	involved	then	it’s	a	shit	show.	

The	data	here	highlight	how	the	collective	affects	and	experiences	which	define	the	value	of	

hardcore	music	for	participants	of	the	scene	do	not	belong	to	the	musical	objects	but	to	the	

musical	 place-event	 (Pink	 2009).	 As	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 explain,	 ‘the	 mosh	 pit	 serves	 as	 a	

catalyst	 for	 the	 show	as	 the	mosh	pit	must	 form	and	people	must	mosh	 for	 the	 scene	 to	

come	alive’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.329).	To	“give	a	fuck”	so	that	one	is	motivated	to	get	

“energetically	 or	 actively	 involved”,	 then,	 is	 to	 bring	 hardcore	 into	 life.	 Quoting	 the	

philosophy	of	Deleuze	and	Guattari	 (see,	 for	example,	1987),	Duff	 refers	 to	such	modes	of	

active	 involvement	as	 ‘affective	engagement’	 (2010,	p.886).	 Indeed,	 ‘affective	engagement	

captures	 an	 emergent	 force	 or	 intensity	 that	 is	 a	 function	 of...	 assembling	 bodies,	 both	

human	and	nonhuman,	without	ever	being	reducible	to	those	bodies’	(ibid.).	It	is	significant	
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that	Robert	makes	no	attempt	to	define	exactly	what	he	means	in	his	use	of	the	adjectives,	

“energetically”	 and	 “actively”,	 above.	 One	 of	 the	 reasons	 for	 this	 is	 because	 defining	 the	

precise	 movements	 or	 specific	 ‘dance	 moves’	 that	 comprise	 moshing,	 as	 an	 activity	 that	

demands	significant	degrees	of	innovation,	is	an	almost	impossible	task.	As	John’s	response	

to	my	request	for	him	to	explain	what	he	meant	by	the	word	‘moshing’	indicates:		

How	do	you	define	moshing	really?	 It’s	 just	an	outlet	 for	energy.	Some	people	are	

violent,	some	people	aren’t,	some	people	just	like	to	throw	themselves	around	–	it’s	

different	in	every	music	scene.	But	it’s	something	that’s	never	going	to	go	away.	It’s	

just	there	because	it’s	a	part	of	it	and	it’s	a	way	of	expressing	yourself	and	it’s	a	good	

outlet.	 I	 guess	 it’s	 just	 a	way	 that	 you	 can	 connect	with	 it	 all,	 you	 know,	 like,	 the	

music,	the	band,	other	dudes,	the	mosh…		

John’s	 response	 is	 illustrative	 of	 the	 sheer	 variety	 of	movement	 that	 can	 constitute	 valid	

participation	in	the	mosh	pit.	As	John	explains,	moshing	can	range	from	the	stylisation	of	the	

ostensibly	 “violent”	 movements	 of	 combat-style	 kicks,	 punches,	 and	 elbows,	 to	 shoulder	

charges	or	simply	“throwing”	one’s	body	“around”.	Yet,	what	are	here	-	and	often	are	-	left	

out	 of	 consideration	 are	 the	 plethora	 of	 much	 less	 spectacular	 practices	 upon	 which	 the	

commonly	accepted	notion	of	moshing	is	contingent.	That	is:	

Even	those	who	do	not	enter	into	the	pit	have	a	role	to	play	for	the	show	to	work;	

they	must	 form	the	circle,	push	people	 into	the	pit,	or	 throw	people	back	 in	when	

they	get	shoved	out	to	ensure	the	continuous	flow	of	music	and	dance	at	the	show.	

A	 successful	 “pit”	 is	 one	 in	which	 the	music	 and	 the	 people	moshing	 enable	 total	

band	and	audience	participation,	which	in	turns	[sic]	heightens	the	trust	that	punks	

have	in	each	other	and	in	their	community.	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.332)	

As	Hancock	and	Lorr	insightfully	observe,	the	hardcore	ideal	can	be	best	described	as	‘total	

band	 and	 audience	 participation’	 and	 it	 is	 therefore	 unsurprising	 that	 moshing	 practice	
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extends	to	those	practices	that	function	to	‘ensure	the	continuous	flow	of	music	and	dance’.	

While	what	hardcore	kids	do	is	rarely	planned	in	advance,	steps	are	taken	to	ensure	the	best	

possibly	 conditions	 for	 total	 participation.	 Thus,	 the	 spatial	 organisation	 of	 the	 physical	

spaces	 wherein	 the	 activity	 of	 performers	 and	 audiences	 takes	 place	 also	 function	 as	

technologies	 of	 hardcore.	 Though,	 ontologically	 speaking,	 the	 physical	 inventories	 and	

parameters	of	these	spaces	precede	the	activities	of	most	participants	at	any	given	show,	it	

is	 only	 in	 the	 co-presence	 of	 these	 physical	 materials	 with	 the	 musical	 and	 organic	

technologies	of	performers	and	audiences	that	they	afford	‘opportunities	for	perception	and	

action’	(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000).	In	this	way,	consistent	references	to	‘floor	shows’	–	where	

the	total	absence	of	a	partitioned	or	elevated	stage	facilitated	maximum	permeability	of	the	

imagined	boundaries	between	performers	and	audiences	–	were	invariably	viewed	as	ideal.	

Crucially,	 floor	 shows	 only	 take	 place	 when	 performances	 are	 held	 at	 private	 residential	

buildings	or	community	owned	youth-oriented	spaces,	 the	 latter	of	which	usually	 take	 the	

form	of	Police	Citizens	Youth	Centres	(PCYCs),	Youth	Activities	Centres	(YACs)	or	council	or	

community	halls	(see	below).	As	will	be	discussed	below,	these	venues	also	share	a	variety	

of	other	characteristics	valued	by	hardcore	kids.	When	asked	to	describe	the	ideal	conditions	

under	which	one	might	expect	a	‘good	show’,	Daniel	drew	on	his	experience	playing	guitar	in	

several	 defunct	 Gold	 Coast-based	 hardcore	 bands,	 as	 well	 as	 those	 in	 other	 heavy	music	

scenes,	before	declaring:	

Floor	 shows!	 I’ve	been	 saying	 this	 for	6	or	7	 years.	 If	 you	don’t	play	a	 floor	 show,	

you’re	not	a	fuckin’	hardcore	band.	I’ve	played	in	mosh	bands,	I’ve	played	in	metal	

bands,	 and	 I	was	 adamant	 about	playing	 floor	 shows.	 They’re	 the	best	 shows	 you	

can	play.	You’re	up	and	close	with	your	crowd.	You’ve	got	 their	energy	 in	 front	of	

you	or	the	energy’s	bouncing	off	them	because	they’re	so	close	to	you,	which	makes	

them	 go	 a	 bit	 crazier.	 It’s	 just	 fuel	 for	 the	 fire.	 That’s	 what	 makes	 a	 good	 show,	
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anyone	that’s	going	crazy	and	having	a	good	fuckin’	time,	that’s	what	makes	a	really	

good	show.	And	I	think	floor	shows	are	the	absolute	key	to	that.	

Though	Daniel	was	not	as	descriptive	about	 the	distinctive	practices	 that	generate	 the	 so-

called	‘energy’	that	is	the	focus	of	his	testimony,	he	observes	how	floor	shows	maximise	an	

affective	exchange	that	is	crucial	to	the	production	of	the	hardcore	place-event.	It	is	useful,	I	

think,	 to	understand	the	production	of	 these	spaces	 in	 terms	of	 the	kinds	of	activities	and	

experiences	 that	 they	 ‘enable’	 (see	Duff,	 2010).	 In	 addition	 to	 the	ways	 in	which	minimal	

designation	of	space	as	either	band	or	audience	can	only	augment	affective	exchange	via	the	

metaphysical	transmission	of	affect	and	emotion,	these	conditions	also	enable	the	physical	

transgression	 of	 such	 demarcations.	 Indeed,	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 correctly	 identified	 spatial	

role	 reversals	 as	 ‘an	 often	 overlooked	 but	 extremely	 important	musical	 practice…	 [which]	

punks	 explicitly	 create	 while	 playing	 and	 appreciating	 their	 music’	 (2013,	 p.337).	 By	

facilitating	 a	 kind	 of	 affective	 exchange	 between	 the	 audience	 and	 performers,	 this	

‘collapsing	of	space	heightens	emotions	and	the	intensity	of	experience	as	people	feel	taken	

over	by	the	music	or	moved	by	the	music	in	visceral	ways’	(ibid.).	For,	 ‘the	proximity	these	

spatial	 reversals	 create	 allow	 for	 the	 band	 and	 the	 audience	 to	 blend	 into	 one;	 here	

individual	identity	dissolves	into	the	larger	community’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.338).		

Spatial	 role	 reversals	 take	 many	 forms	 and	 refer	 to	 both	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	

audience	 receive	access	 to	 the	spaces	and	 roles	of	 the	performers,	and	 the	ways	 in	which	

the	performers	may	forfeit	their	physical	positions	on	an	elevated	stage	in	order	to	take	part	

in	the	mosh	pit.	A	common	example	of	the	former	is	the	tendency	of	vocalists	to	share	their	

duties	with	hardcore	kids	closest	to	the	stage.	At	every	show	that	I	attended	as	part	of	this	

research,	except	at	Riverstage,	vocalists	designated	entire	verses	of	their	most	popular	songs	

to	this	common	labour.	During	this	time,	kids	would	run	from	their	places	in	the	mosh	pit	to,	

using	 the	 shoulders	of	 those	 in	 front	of	 them	as	 leverage,	 launch	 themselves	 towards	 the	

vocalists’	 outstretched	 microphone,	 the	 white-knuckled	 grip	 of	 the	 performer	 invariably	
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contrasted	 against	 the	 tight	 coils	 of	 black	 audio	 cable	 that	 secure	 the	microphone	 to	 the	

hand.	On	one	occasion,	at	a	show	in	a	PCYC	in	Brisbane,	Brian	simply	threw	the	microphone	

into	the	mangled	crowd	before	stomping	his	way	around	the	mosh	pit.	Punching	with	both	

arms	and	directly	forward	at	chest	height,	Brian’s	circular	breaths,	punches	and	stomps	bore	

the	synchronicity	one	might	expect	of	a	boxer.	The	tension	in	his	body	made	visible	the	veins	

on	his	temple	and	under	his	eye.	He	returned	to	the	stage	only	after	the	band	and	several	

prominent	 audience	 members	 had	 finished	 the	 song.	 Spatial	 role	 reversals	 thrust	

performers,	as	well	as	audience	member,	 into	 ‘the	center	of	the	action’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	

2013,	 p.	 337).	 Hardcore	 shows	 are	 structured	 so	 that	 ‘conventional	 musical	 performance	

boundaries	 are	 fluid	 and	 constantly	 being	 challenged’	 and	 they	 ‘cultivate	 a	 sense	 of	 co-

presence	and	immediacy	of	feedback	that	extends	between	bands	and	audience	members’	

(ibid.).	Ultimately,	this	has	both	affective	and	emotional	effects.	

Likewise,	 Tony,	 a	 26-year-old	 commercial	 catering	 worker	 who	 had	 performed	

vocals	 in	 several	 Australian	 hardcore	 and	 extreme	 metal	 bands,	 drew	 on	 a	 well-known	

colloquial	slogan	from	the	hardcore	scene	to	explain	why	the	unique	spatial	characteristics	

of	Hardcore	shows	were	widely	valued	by	scene	members:	

The	 hardcore	 shows	 I	 remember...	 is	 like	 going	 to	 ‘The	 Youthy’	 and	 seeing	 bands	

play	on	the	floor	or	whatever,	or	like	a	tiny	stage	in	a	tiny	room	and	everyone’s	just	

going	nuts	and	having	fun…	that’s	what	Hardcore	is,	it’s	“stage	dives	and	high	fives!”	

Although	 Tony	 followed	 the	 above	 by	 joking	 that	 the	 phrase	 “stage	 dives	 and	 high	 fives”	

really	belonged	to	the	almost	universally	celebrated	Californian	hardcore	band,	Terror,	and	

that	he	didn’t	want	anyone	to	know	that	he	had	been	“sweating	them”	during	our	interview,	

Tony	does	emphasise	another	distinctive	practice	that	takes	place	at	hardcore	shows.	Stage	

diving,	where	either	audience	or	band	members	jump	off	the	edge	of	the	stage,	speakers,	or	

barricade	 partitions	 and	 onto	 the	 heads	 and	 shoulders	 of	 the	 crowd,	 is	 not	 typically	

undertaken	by	the	most	muscled	or	proficient	moshers,	since	it	requires	that	the	full	weight	
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of	 each	 participant	 is	 caught	 and	 absorbed	 by	 those	 below	 as	 it	 accelerates	 towards	 the	

floor.	 Stage	 diving,	 ‘like	 moshing,	 necessitates	 intense	 social	 bonds	 and	 physical	 trust’	

(Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 2013,	 p.335).	 In	 contrast	 to	moshing,	 stage	 diving	 is,	 in	Queensland,	 a	

much	more	popular	way	of	participating	for	women.	In	Queensland,	the	distance	that	stage	

divers’	 bodies	 typically	 travel	 during	 each	 act	 is	 minimal,	 since,	 and	 as	 described	 above,	

hardcore	shows	are	 regularly	played	at	 floor	 level	or	on	stages	 that	are	 rarely	higher	 than	

most	people’s	chests.	The	result	of	these	physical	limitations	is	that	rather	few	of	the	‘swan	

dives’	 or	 ‘twisters’	 -	 a	 few	of	 the	 elaborate	 ‘moves’	 observed	by	Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 (2013,	

p.334)	-	are	completed,	at	least	in	comparison	to	simple	somersaults	or	tumbles	as	hardcore	

kids	simply	roll	off	the	stage	and	land,	hopefully,	feet	first,	on	the	dance	floor.	Moreover:	

Stage	 diving	 does	 not	 happen	 automatically,	 nor	 does	 it	 begin	 by	 any	 one	 person	

granting	permission	to	do	so;	it	is	an	improvisational	practice	that	occurs	when	the	

music	 builds	 to	 a	 certain	 intensity,	 such	 as	 when	 a	 band	 plays	 one	 of	 their	more	

popular	songs,	creating	the	 ideal	moment	-	the	moment	 in	a	show	when	everyone	

loses	control	in	elation.	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.334).		

Though	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr	 constantly	 deploy	 discourses	 such	 as	 ‘intensity’	 or	 ‘collective	

energy’	 in	 their	 analysis	 of	 hardcore,	 their	work	 contains	 no	 real	 attempt	 to	 theorise	 this	

‘something-extra’	 or	 to	 explain	 its	 function	beyond	 their	 primary	 concern	with	 the	 role	of	

musical	 practices	 as	 fundamental	 mediations	 of	 musical	 affect	 or	 the	 role	 it	 plays	 in	 the	

forging	of	social	bonds	between	individuals.		

Sing	or	Fuck	Off	
	
Hancock	and	Lorr’s	research	reminds	us	that	musical	practices,	such	as	moshing,	stage	diving	

and	 myriad	 spatial	 role	 reversals,	 are	 not	 merely	 the	 suggested	 or	 most	 valued	 way	 of	

participating	 in	 the	 production	 of	 hardcore.	 Hardcore	 kids	 often	 viewed	 those	 who	 had	

taken	 the	 decision	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 more	 visible	 practices	 at	 hardcore	 shows	 as	

“accountable”	 for	 the	success	or,	 conversely,	 the	shortcomings	of	 the	show.	Michael,	who	
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had	 developed	 a	 reputation	 for	 actively	 “patrolling”	 or	 “policing”	 the	mosh	 pit	 at	 shows,	

often	deploying	his	formidable	physical	frame	to	regulate	participation,	described	what	I	will	

now	refer	to	as	the	“participate	or	stay	out	of	it”	ideology.	As	Michael	explained:			

if	 there’s	an	energy	up	 the	 front,	participate	or	 stay	out	of	 it.	 You	can	be	 into	 the	

band	just	as	much	as	somebody	in	the	pit	and	on	the	side	of	the	stage	and	really	be	

absorbing	 it	and	everything	about	 it.	But	 if	you	enter	 the	middle	and	get	a	part	of	

that	energy	then	you’re	accountable	for	what	happens.	

Michael’s	words	 highlight	 the	 basic	 sociological	 fact	 that	 to	 do	 one’s	 identity	work	 in	 the	

space	of	 the	hardcore	 show	 is	 to	exercise	agency	upon	 the	constitution	of	place	 -	and,	by	

extension,	 the	 collective	 -	 and	 to	 be	 perceived	 to	 do	 so	 by	 others.	 This	 mutual	 co-

constitution	 of	 self	 and	 place	 is	mediated	 via	 the	 pre-existing	 capacities	 and	 the	 resulting	

potentialities	 of	 bodies	 and	 refers	 to	 a	 process	 that	 has	 been	 identified	 elsewhere	 in	 the	

sociology	of	music,	 including	 in	 Collinson’s	work	with	 Sydney	 Football	 Club	 (SFC)	 fans	 and	

their	 collective	 production	 of	 ‘The	 Cove’	 (2009)	 through	 the	 use	 of	 plainsong.	 The	 Cove	

refers	to	the	‘home-end’	of	Sydney	FC,	a	place	that	has	no	existence	outside	of	the	activities	

of	 the	 supporters	 who	 occupy	 a	 pre-designated	 section	 of	 a	multi-use	 stadium	 on	match	

days.	For	Collinson,	The	Cove	 is	more	than	the	people	who	occupy	the	physically	bounded	

space	behind	 the	 goals;	 it	 is	 the	 feel	 that	 is	 created	 from	 ‘the	myriad	 social,	material	 and	

discursive	 resources’	 (Duff	 2010,	 p.2)	which	 emanate	 from	 those	 practices	 that	 constitute	

doing	 SFC	 fandom;	 it	 is	 what	 emerges	 from	 the	 experiential	 dialectic	 of	 production	 and	

consumption,	 which	 creates	 the	 affective	 pull	 of	 place	 and	 affords	 the	 shared	 sense	 of	

collective	 identity.	 Since	 The	 Cove	 is	 a	 temporary	 place	 that	 exists	 only	 as	 a	 ‘rhetorical	

territory’	 (Auge	 in	 Collinson	 2009,	 p.17),	 many	 fans	 ‘exhibit	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 resentment	

against	those	who	will,	 for	whatever	reason,	not	sing’	 (ibid.	p.18).	The	result	of	this	 is	that	

belonging,	or	being	an	authentic	 fan,	 is	constructed	 in	one’s	perceived	contribution	 to	 the	

production	of	The	Cove’s	distinctive	culture,	rather	than	the	unidirectional	consumption	of	
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its	atmosphere.	That	is	to	say,	a	‘sing	or	fuck	off	ideology’	(ibid.)	structures	the	distribution	

of	symbolic	capital	within	that	space.	

A	similar	logic	applies	in	the	Australian	hardcore	scene.	Paul,	a	self-employed	sound	

engineer	who	regularly	organised	small	shows	at	commercial	venues	throughout	Southeast	

Queensland,	invoked	a	familiar	construction	of	authentic	face-to-face	scene	participation	as	

musically	 oriented	 but	 collectively	 produced.	 As	 Paul	 complained,	 the	 value	 of	 local	

performances	 being	 hosted	 within	 regional	 hardcore	 scenes	 depends	 predominantly	 on	

hardcore	kids’	participation	in	the	scene	at	a	local	 level	and	on	the	availability	of	collective	

labour	-	the	“effort”	-	contributed	by	them	in	the	course	of	that	participation:	

For	a	while	there	it	was	pretty	bad.	Like,	you’d	go	to	a	show	and	nearly	be	disgusted	

at	 the	 kids,	 because	 the	 kids	would	 sit	 on	 the	 internet	 and	 go,	 “oh,	 there	 are	 no	

shows,	it’s	fuckin’	shit,”	and	would	write	off	all	the	younger	bands	that	were	coming	

up.	 And	 they’d	 only	 go	 to	 a	 show	 because	 of	 a	 bigger	 band.	 But,	 if	 they	 actually	

thought	 about	 it,	 if	 they	 made	 the	 effort	 for	 a	 local	 band	 like	 they	 do	 for	 the	

international	bands,	then	all	the	shows	would	be	[just	as	good].	

Collinson’s	 ethnography	 of	 SFC	 fandom	 provides	 an	 explanation	 for	 the	 disproportionate	

value	that	scene	members	place	on	the	‘territorializing’	(2009,	p.17)	potential	of	sound	and	

associated	musical	practices.	Just	as	‘singing	has	become	the	means	to	territorialize	the	non-

space	 of	 the	multipurpose	 stadiums	 that	 are	 increasingly	 a	 feature	 of	 commodified	 sport’	

(Collinson	2009,	p.17;	original	emphasis),	the	musical	practices	that	hardcore	kids	do	are	the	

primary	 technologies	 of	 the	 collective.	 It	 is	 this	 rhetorical	 territorialization	 of	 the	 ‘non-

places’	which	 increasingly	comprise	contemporary	 life	-	Auge	would	describe	this	historical	

moment	 as	 ‘supermodernity’	 (1995)	 -	 that	 affords	 those	 whose	 modes	 of	 habitation	 co-

produce	them	as	opportunities	to	become	of	those	places	and	to	forge	a	sense	of	belonging.		

Casey	 describes	 these	 places,	 which	 must	 now	 be	 purposefully	 constructed,	 through	 a	

juxtaposition	of	the	dichotomous	notion	of	‘thick’	and	‘thin’	places.	 ‘Thick	places,’	Duff	has	
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summarised,	 ‘are	 contrived	 in	 the	 imbrications	 of	 affect,	 habit,	 and	meaning,	 inviting	 the	

self’s	 “concernful	 absorption”	 in	 place	 while	 presenting	 opportunities	 for	 “personal	

enrichment”	 and	 a	 deepening	 of	 affective	 experience’	 (2010,	 p.882).	 Just	 as	 football	 fans	

must	 produce	 their	 own	 ‘habitus-linking’	 places	 (Casey	 2001,	 p.686),	 it	 is	 the	 ‘affective	

rendering’	(Duff	2010,	p.882)	of	various	music	venues	through	the	diverse	musical	practices	

of	hardcore	kids	that	‘structure[s]	young	people’s	experience	of	self	and	belonging	through	

an	intensification	of	the	affective	pull	of	place’	(ibid.).	At	stake	in	the	politics	of	the	mosh	pit	

then	 is	 more	 than	 just	 the	 integrity	 of	 the	 symbolic	 universe	 of	 hardcore	 (although	 this	

certainly	plays	 a	 role).	 Rather,	 since	 ‘the	place-world	 is	 energized	 and	 transformed	by	 the	

bodies	 that	 belong	 to	 it’	 (Casey	 2001,	 p.688),	 the	 fleshy	bodies	 that	 inhabit	 the	mosh	 are	

material	contingencies	in	the	thickness	of	hardcore	places.	As	Collinson	notes,	the	practical	

demands	of	performing	‘ritual	separates	those	that	belong	from	those	that	do	not’	(Small	in	

Collinson	2009,	p.17).		

As	discussed	in	detail	in	the	previous	chapter,	this	notion	of	belonging	maps	directly	

onto	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 hardcore	 kids	 make	 claims	 and	 evaluate	 the	 claims	 of	 others	 to	

authenticity.	 For	 there	 is	 ‘a	 limited	 number	 of	 ways	 that	 you	 are	 allowed	 to	 imagine	 the	

community	 and	 therefore	 yourself’	 (Collinson	 2009,	 p.18).	 These	 socially-prescribed	

limitations	extend	to	normative	behaviours	and	the	sanctions	that	apply	for	conforming	or	

deviating	 from	 them.	While	 the	 variety	 of	 ways	 for	 individuals	 to	 participate	 in	 hardcore	

means	 that	 anyone	 can	 do	 so,	 hardcore	 kids	 must	 ensure	 that	 their	 specific	 modes	 of	

participation	align	with	accumulated	levels	of	skill	and	capital.	As	Hancock	and	Lorr	write:	

Like	other	forms	of	dancing,	there	are	 informal	rules	of	what	to	do,	when	to	do	 it,	

and	how	to	engage	others	in	proper	fashion.	Knowing	how	to	mosh	means	knowing	

how	 to	 push	 and	 bump	without	 hurting	 your	 fellow	 dancer.	 It	 requires	 that	 each	

mosher	knows	how	and	when	to	get	out	of	the	way.	To	the	uninitiated,	moshing	can	

come	as	a	surprise	if	you	do	not	understand	your	surroundings	or	the	moves	that	go	
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on	 in	 the	pit;	many	a	novice	has	 left	 the	pit	after	being	clocked	 in	 the	 face	with	a	

steel-toed	boot…	In	this	way,	experienced	moshers	police	the	pit	enabling	everyone	

to	 participate	 without	 getting	 seriously	 injured	 and	 preventing	 the	 muscle-bound	

from	dominating.	(2013,	p.335)	

As	we	have	seen,	 the	ability	 to	participate	depends	upon	a	complex	politics	of	access	and	

the	 inculcation	of	distinctive	skills.	 Just	as	entering	the	mosh	pit	without	having	developed	

the	necessary	dexterities	can	result	 in	negative	sanctions	for	would-be	moshers,	 ‘not	stage	

diving	or	catching	a	fellow	diver	can	lead	to	expulsion	from	the	group	or	accusations	of	being	

a	poser	[sic]	and	not	a	real	punk’	(Hancock	and	Lorr	2013,	p.335).	Beyond	the	integrity	of	the	

affective	atmosphere,	these	norms	are	functional.	Observing	the	specific	norms	that	operate	

to	regulate	the	behaviour	of	stage	diving,	Hancock	and	Lorr	also	noted	that:	

The	 chaos	of	people	 jumping	high	off	 the	 stage	or	 stacked-up	amplifiers	onto	one	

another	 is	 dangerous	 to	 both	 the	 jumper	 and	 the	 audience	members…	 The	 rule-

bounded	nature	of	this	practice	relies	upon	a	mutual	sense	of	trust	in	order	for	it	to	

be	undertaken.	All	participants	must	know	how	to	dive	(throwing	one’s	body	out	to	

be	caught,	not	putting	elbows	and	or	fists	out	into	the	crowd	when	diving,	and	not	

kicking	while	 in	the	air)	and	how	to	catch	(holding	the	diver	up,	grabbing	the	torso	

and	supporting	the	head)	so	that	the	diver	does	not	fall.	

Access	to	the	hardcore	scene	is	acquired	exclusively	by	way	of	participation	that	conforms	to	

the	cultural	norms	of	the	scene,	the	transgression	of	which	can	result	in	a	loss	of	subcultural	

capital	or,	in	extreme	cases,	all	access	to	its	communal	spaces	and,	thus,	material	resources.	

Knowledgeability,	 manifested	 in	 embodied	 practices,	 augments	 the	 affective	 exchange	

through	which	hardcore	 is	co-produced.	This	point	was	made	 in	much	clearer	 language	by	

Chris,	who	recalled	having	“been	to	shows	where	it	was	like	NOFX	and	Bad	Religion	and	you	

had	the	hardcore	and	the	punk	guys	and	then	you	had	the	stoner	guys	come	in	and	it	was	

just	this	weird	vibe	and	it	didn’t	feel	right”.	
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“That	18+	stigma”	
	
The	 “participate	 or	 stay	 out	 of	 it”	 ideology	 helps	 to	 explain	 how	 attitudes	 to	 the	

consumption	of	drugs	and	alcohol	operate	in	the	scene,	but	also	the	widely	held	contention	

among	hardcore	 kids	 that	 the	most	 authentic	 performances	of	 hardcore	 take	place	 at	 ‘All	

Ages’	events.	To	be	sure,	the	preference	for	shows	that	do	not	limit	access	according	to	age	

has	 little	 to	 do	 with	 the	 biological	 ages	 of	 audience	members.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 younger	

scene	members	are	rarely	viewed	as	fully	fledged	hardcore	kids,	although	there	are	certain	

exceptions	 to	 this.	The	difference	 then	 lies	 in	 the	 relevance	of	 the	All	Ages	show	to	older,	

usually	 adult	participants	and	 the	way	 that	 venues	 in	which	 children	are	 legally	permitted	

preclude	 the	 consumption	 of	 alcohol,	 therefore	 significantly	 reducing	 the	 possibility	 of	

intoxicated	audience	members.	Chad,	who	during	the	course	of	the	research	maintained	his	

sobriety	as	a	straightedger,	attributed	the	popularity	of	all	ages	shows	to	escaping	what	he	

called	the	“stigma”	of	events	that	excluded	kids	under	the	age	of	eighteen	in	order	to	profit	

from	the	distribution	of	alcoholic	beverages.	As	Chad	explained:	

It’s	just	like,	everyone’s	sort	of	in	an	ignorant	state	of	mind.	They	just	want	to	drink,	

stand	there	and	complain	about	how	shit	everything	is.	And	no	one	gets	involved	in	

anything,	 they	 just	want	to	stand	there	and	watch.	And	you	hear	bands	get	pissed	

off.	Oh,	do	this,	have	a	mosh,	sing	along	and	fuckin’	no	one	does.	

Although	 most	 hardcore	 kids	 do	 not	 abstain	 from	 the	 consumption	 of	 alcohol	 in	 their	

everyday	 lives,	 the	activity	of	drinking	was	constructed	as	counter-productive	 to	authentic	

hardcore.	Kids	who	“just	want	to	drink”	are	more	likely	to	“just	stand	there	and	watch”	than	

to	“get	involved”	in	musical	practices.	Rather	than	participate	in	the	expression	of	emotion	

that	 hardcore	 kids	 call	 their	 “common	 mentality”,	 these	 participants	 are	 more	 likely	 to	

remain	in	“an	ignorant	state	of	mind”	that	contributes	nothing	to	the	collective	and	affective	

labour	of	the	show.	These	observations	may	appear	to	be	at	odds	with	the	ways	in	which	the	
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consumption	 of	 alcohol	 works	 to	 lower	 one’s	 inhibitions.	 Yet,	 there	 is	 an	 important	

difference	here	 between	 ‘being	 drunk’	 and	 ‘getting	 drunk’.	 Intoxicated	hardcore	 kids	who	

participate	in	the	mosh	pit	dexterously	and	without	transgressing	social	taboos	such	as	the	

total	 embargo	 on	 retaliatory	 violence	may	 not	 even	 beg	 the	 attention	 of	 others.	 But	 one	

cannot	 innovate	as	 required	with	a	drink	 in	hand.	Likewise,	Sam,	who	claims	straightedge,	

professed	to	“know	plenty	of	people	who	abuse	drinking”	but	constructed	them	as	“people	

who	go	to	shows	and	[are]	a	bit	more	responsible	and	won’t	just	sit	there	and	have	a	million	

drinks”.	 Indeed,	 the	 main	 complaint	 of	 straightedgers	 and	 other	 hardcore	 kids	 who	

constructed	 drinking	 as	 undesirable	 in	 the	 context	 of	 shows	 concerned	 almost	 exclusively	

the	spatial	characteristics	of	associated	behaviours.	The	physical	action	of	having	to	hold	a	

drink	precluded	many	practices	viewed	as	integral	to	the	production	of	the	“vibe”	and	was	

counterproductive	 to	 the	collective	effort	of	 the	audience	 to	award	 the	performance	 their	

full	attention,	thus	making	their	presence	at	the	show	largely	redundant.	However,	alcohol	

may	also	serve	as	an	emotional	inhibitor.	As	John	explained:	

I	don’t	know…	that’s	hardcore	I	reckon!	Most	people	would	agree,	sort	of	thing.	It’s	

the	atmosphere.	 It’s	us	versus	 them.	That’s	what	hardcore	 is	and	has	always	been	

about;	 a	 place	where	 it	 doesn’t	matter	who	 you	 are	 or	what	 you	 do	 outside	 that	

venue.	Everyone	goes	there	for	the	same	reason,	to	forget	about	all	the	bullshit	that	

happened	 that	 day	 and	 have	 fun.	 It	 doesn’t	matter	 if	 you’re	 black	 or	 white,	 or	 if	

you’re	a	bus	driver	or	a	multi-million	dollar	entrepreneur	or	whatever;	you’re	in	that	

same	room	for	the	same	reasons.	I	reckon	that’s	what	it’s	all	about.	And	18+	shows	

can	kill	that	vibe,	I	reckon.		

John’s	testimony	is	important	because	it	explicitly	ties	the	notion	of	‘atmosphere’	to	the	idea	

of	a	hardcore	‘vibe’	that	is	so	pervasive	in	the	everyday	discourse	of	the	scene.	Further,	both	

atmosphere	and	vibe	are	directly	linked	to	the	felt	experience	of	what	John	calls,	“us	versus	

them”,	 itself	 a	 highly	 salient	 discourse	 in	 the	 data.	 For	 John,	 it	 is	 the	 divisive	 effect	 that	
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drinking	 has	 in	 terms	 of	 shifting	 the	 priorities	 of	 attendees	 that	 can	 “kill	 the	 vibe”	 of	 the	

show.	Rather	than	being	“in	the	room	for	the	same	reasons”,	kids	who	drink	at	shows	are	

seen	to	be	necessarily	less	than	totally	invested	in	the	activity	of	musical	practice.	Tony,	who	

did	not	explicitly	advocate	for	total	sobriety	among	participants	as	criteria	for	membership	

in	the	scene,	resented	the	availability	of	alcohol	and	the	activity	of	drinking	at	shows:	

I’d	rather	be	going	to	an	all	ages	hardcore	show	with	kids	that	know	what’s	up	and	

everyone’s	having	a	good	time	and	there’s	a	good	sense	of	community	than	going	to	

Defcon	and	everyone’s	off	their	face	and	it’s	a	big	competition.	Everyone	seems	to	

have	 this	 aura	 of	 superiority.	 In	 Brisbane	 especially,	 there’s	 a	 large	 majority	 of	

people	who	think	they’re	too	cool.	

Here,	 Tony	deploys	 the	notion	of	 “a	 good	 sense	of	 community”	 to	 describe	 the	 collective	

affect	of	a	good	show.	Interestingly,	Tony	also	uses	the	concept	of	“aura”	here	to	describe	

the	counter-affect	of	drinkers	who	he	perceives	as	taking	part	in	the	“the	big	competition”	

of	 drinking.	 We	 can	 read	 Tony’s	 comments	 about	 competition	 as	 both	 a	 repudiation	 of	

hegemonic	 masculinity,	 in	 that	 he	 is	 rejecting	 the	 central	 role	 that	 the	 consumption	 of	

alcohol	 plays	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 dominant	 Western	 masculinities,	 but	 also	 as	 a	

reproduction	 of	 the	 hegemonic	 ideas	 that	 feminise	 concerns	with	 the	 visual	 aesthetics	 of	

identity.	 There	 are	 then	 multiple	 explanations	 for	 the	 mythologisation	 of	 all	 ages	 shows	

within	the	scene.	While	abstention	practices	can	be	understood	as	both	a	technology	of	the	

self	and	as	a	kind	of	technology	of	the	collective,	the	presence	and	consumption	of	alcohol	

functions	as	a	kind	of	anti-technology	within	the	affective	imbrications	of	scene.	In	addition	

to	the	ways	in	which	alcohol	itself	is	perceived	as	a	technology	of	the	self	(in	the	sense	that	

its	material	properties	afford	physical	and	emotional	states	which	are	counter-productive	to	

the	affective	rendering	of	place),	the	paraphernalia	of	the	licenced	venue	is	also	constructed	

as	 anti-hardcore	 in	 scene	 members’	 discourse	 regarding	 physical	 space.	 In	 the	 following	

section,	I	will	attempt	to	bring	together	these	ideas	through	discourse	on	local	musical	sites.		
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“Down	at	The	Youthy”	
	
The	 spatial	 organisation	 of	 hardcore	 shows	 impacts	 its	 atmosphere	 significantly	 and	

hardcore	 kids	 spend	 a	 good	 deal	 of	 time	 debating	 the	 merits	 of	 particular	 venues	 and	

evaluating	 performances	 with	 this	 in	 mind.	 The	 presence	 or	 absence	 of	 a	 stage,	 the	

presence,	absence	and	geography	of	barrier-partitions,	 its	physical	 location	 in	 the	city,	 the	

culture	 of	 proximal	 places,	 the	 culture	 and	 politics	 of	 its	management,	 its	 liquor	 licencing	

status,	its	maximum	capacity,	and	its	acoustics	are	all	criteria	within	which	venues	come	to	

be	 constructed	as	desirable	or	undesirable	places.	As	discussed	above,	 the	most	desirable	

venues	tend	to	be	those	where	their	is	minimal	spatial	segregation	of	the	band	and	audience	

members,	where	hardcore	kids	of	all	ages	can	take	part	in	the	production	and	consumption	

of	collective	affects	and	are	supported	in	doing	so	by	the	ideologies	of	its	management	and	

staff.	Good	venues	facilitate	the	intensity	of	the	show	by	occupying	a	physical	location	in	the	

city	 that	 provides	 easy	 and	 safe	 access,	 while	 maintaining	 a	 separation	 from	 residential	

development	 that	 may	 generate	 complaints	 about	 the	 noise	 and	 spectacle	 of	 musical	

practices.	By	all	accounts,	the	most	celebrated	hardcore	music	venues	in	the	regional	scene	

was	 the	 recently	 renovated	Youth	Activities	Centre	 in	Byron	Bay.	As	Ryan	exclaimed:	 “you	

ask	anyone	about	Byron	Bay	and	they’ll	just	get	goosebumps	about	that	place!”	

A	 small	 coastal	 township	 located	 adjacent	 to	 the	most	 easterly	 point	 of	mainland	

Australia	in	Northern	New	South	Wales,	Byron	Bay	occupies	an	especially	important	place	in	

Australian	 hardcore,	 having	 given	 the	 scene	 many	 of	 its	 most	 successful	 international	

exports.	However,	Brian	explained	how	the	reverence	for	‘Byron’	-	as	the	town	is	regionally	

known	-	has	more	to	do	with	the	intensity	of	shows	that	take	place	there:	

Byron	Bay…	yeah,	no	rules,	no	limits	in	that	place.	Everyone	just	goes	crazy.	It’s	got	

good	sound	and	it’s	a	little	coastal	town	that,	you	know,	if	you	look	at	a	show	flyer,	

it’ll	 have	 Perth,	 Adelaide,	 Melbourne,	 Sydney,	 Byron	 Bay,	 Brisbane.	 It’s	 almost	

classed	as	a	capital	city	in	hardcore.	
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As	Brian	explained,	 it	 is	 the	“no	 rules,	no	 limits”	atmosphere	 that	pervades	 the	Byron	Bay	

area	 to	which	 the	 ascribed	 value	 of	 The	 Youthy	 is	 attributed.	 This	 concern	with	 proximal	

agencies	outside	of	the	scene	itself	and	attitudes	to	“rules”	that	“limit”	or	at	least	sanction	

the	behaviours	that	are	enactable	at	shows	is	perceived	as	a	significant	political	challenge	to	

the	 sustainability	 of	 the	 scene.	 The	 following	 excerpt	 from	 my	 conversation	 with	 Sam	

highlights	how	the	culture	of	venues	are	crucial	technologies	of	the	collective:	

I:	So	what	makes	a	good	show	then?	

R:	 Just	 a	 good	 venue,	 a	 good	 sound	 and	 especially	 the	 show	 promoters	 and	 the	

venue	promoters	having	more	of	an	understanding	of	what’s	going	on,	so	they	don’t	

kind	of	freak	out	and	wanna	pull	the	show.		

I:	What	do	you	mean	by	that	–	“an	understanding	of	what’s	going	on?”	

R:	 Just	 crowd	participation	and	 things	 like	 that,	what	people	 that	go	 to	 the	 shows	

are	actually	gonna	do.	They	need	more	understanding	of	how	it’s	done	and	that	 it	

doesn’t	look	like	what	it	is.		

I:	What	 specifically	 though	–	what’s	 something	 that	maybe	 they	don’t	 understand	

sometimes?	

R:	 You	know,	 the	way	 that	people	enjoy	 the	music	 –	 it	 looks	 like	 they’re	 trying	 to	

fight	each	other.		

I:	So	you	mean	them	being	able	to	know	that	that’s	just	the	mosh	pit	or	whatever?	

R:	Yeah,	it’s	not	such	a	violent	thing,	it’s	just	a	release	of	aggression.	

The	Youth	Activities	Centre,	which	is	colloquially	known	as	both	“The	YAC”	and	“The	Youthy”	

achieved	its	status	then	through	a	combination	of	factors,	which	scene	members	attributed	

to	both	the	physical	and	cultural	characteristics	of	the	venue,	as	well	as	those	of	the	town	of	
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Byron	Bay	more	generally.	The	production	of	memorable,	 intense,	or	“crazy”	atmospheres	

may	depend	on	unique	and	highly	variable	combinations	of	factors	that	cannot	be	reduced	

to	any	 simple	codification	of	 criteria.	While	certain	 ‘types’	of	venues	helped	hardcore	kids	

achieve	 this	more	consistently	 than	others,	 there	 is	 also	much	concern	 regarding	how	 the	

presence	of	barriers	can	affect	or	limit	these	physical	interactions,	predominantly	through	a	

segregation	of	band	and	audience	members.	As	Paul,	with	whom	I	was	here	comparing	the	

value	 of	 all	 ages	 versus	 eighteen-plus	 venues,	 neatly	 summarised,	 the	 utility	 of	 the	 The	

Youthy	cannot	be	reduced	to	even	a	few	of	its	more	vaunted	characteristics.	

A	hardcore	show’s	meant	to	be,	you	know,	in	your	face	and…	freedom,	kind	of	thing.	

Like,	not	a	big	stage	and	barricades	and	a	bar	or	whatever.	I’m	not	against	having	a	

bar	there,	but	it’s	just…	it	kind	of	ruins	it	in	a	way,	I	guess.	I	don’t	know,	it’s	just	not	

the	same	vibe	as	why	everyone	starts	going	to	hardcore.	Put	 it	this	way,	you	don’t	

start	going	to	hardcore	shows…	well,	I’m	sure	some	people	do	now,	but	back	in	the	

day,	 you	didn’t	 start	 going	 to	 hardcore	 shows	 at	 like	 18+	 shows	or	whatever.	 The	

shows	I	remember	are	like	going	to	The	Youthy	and	seeing	bands	play	on	the	floor	or	

whatever,	or	like	a	tiny	stage	in	a	tiny	room	and	everyone	just	going	nuts	and	having	

fun.		

In	the	first	 instance,	Paul	viewed	the	presence	of	a	bar	as	counterproductive	to	the	spatial	

organisation	of	the	show,	pointing	out	that:	“a	Hardcore	show’s	meant	to	be,	you	know,	in	

your	face…	not	a	big	stage	and	barricades	and	a	bar	or	whatever”.	Similarly,	Simon	observed	

how	 the	 physical	 organisation	 of	 The	 Youthy	 -	 specifically,	 its	 lack	 of	 security	 barriers	 -	

helped	to	“set	a	lot	of	your	emotions	off”:	

It’s	obviously	more	interactive.	You	still	get	barriers	at	hardcore	shows	but	you	get	

the	singer	telling	you	to	jump	up	on	stage	and	“fuck	the	security”	and	[to]	jump	over	

the	barriers	and	that	kind	of	stuff.	But	when	you	get	a	place	like	Byron	Bay,	that’s	a	
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bit	more	one-on-one	and	that’s	a	bit	more	special.	Like,	the	barrier’s	just	a	piece	of	

metal	but	it’s	still	that	mental	thing	where,	“you	can’t	go	past	here	and	that’s	it”.	If	

there’s	 nothing	 there,	 it	 lets	 your	 guard	 down	 and	 it’s	 a	 bit	 more	 revealing…	 It	

definitely	sets	a	lot	of	your	emotions	off.		

Many	 of	 the	 structural	 reasons	 for	 the	 popularity	 of	 The	 Youthy	 then	 were	 certainly	 not	

distinctive	to	that	space.	Ron,	for	example,	recalled	his	memories	of	a	now-defunct	all	ages	

venue	that	was	located	in	Brisbane	City.	It	was,	Ron	contended,	the	“intimacy	about	it”	and	

its	amenability	to	the	practice	of	“stage	diving”	that	established	it	as	an	important	punk	and	

hardcore	venue	in	the	Brisbane	scene:	

I	 thought	 The	 Lion’s	 Den	was	 great	 back	 in	 the	 day,	 just	 because	 of	 the	 intimacy	

about	 it	and	the	fact	that	 it	was	small	and	you	could	run	right	up	to	the	stage	and	

just	stage	dive.	You	were	just	so	close	to	the	band.		

Chris,	who	has	 lived	and	worked	 in	Brisbane	all	his	 life,	 also	articulated	 fond	memories	of	

“The	 Den”,	 recalling	 how:	 “There	were	 no	 barricades.	 There	was	 nothing	 like	 that.	 If	 you	

wanted	 to	 get	more	up	 the	 front,	 you	 could.	 If	 you	wanted	 it	 in	 your	 face…”.	 Just	 as	 The	

Youthy	 in	 Byron	 Bay	 is	 structured	 by	 physical	 and	 cultural	 characteristics	 that	 afford	

opportunities	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 core	 musical	 practices	 of	 the	 hardcore	 scene,	 many	

hardcore	kids	asserted	that	the	closing	of	The	Den	left	a	gap	in	terms	of	available	venues	in	

the	Brisbane	area	that	has	only	partially	been	filled	by	a	constantly	rotating	constellation	of	

licensed	venues	and	uninsured	and	legally	precarious	industrial	properties	in	and	around	the	

city.	Similar	complaints	regarding	the	infrastructure	of	the	Gold	Coast	scene	were	pervasive,	

despite	 the	availability	of	 several	venues	 for	hardcore	shows,	and	which	 I	attended	during	

the	course	of	the	fieldwork.	Yet,	just	as	Brisbane	kids	continue	to	mourn	the	closing	of	The	

Den,	the	recent	shuttering	of	several	all	ages	venues	on	the	Gold	Coast	is	regularly	assigned	
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blame	for	a	perceived	 lull	 in	scenic	activity.	 In	Michael’s	words,	this	“disintegration”	of	the	

scene	can	be	mapped	onto	a	perceived	lack	of	institutional	“backing”:	

Just,	with	 the	 all	 age	 shows,	 all	 ages	 venues	 getting	 closed	 down	 and	 good	 ones!	

Noise	 restrictions,	 insurance...	all	 that	kind	of	 stuff.	No	backing.	Like,	we	played	at	

Nerang	Council	Chambers	over	the	back	there	like	4	times	or	5	times	and	they	were	

massive.	We	had	probably	300	kids	at	the	shows	-	they	were	psycho.	And	then	it	all	

just	disintegrated.	

Michael’s	main	complaint	draws	attention	to	the	practical	difficulties	of	maintaining	a	scene	

whose	essential	ritual	practices	are	viewed,	in	one	way	or	another,	as	deviant	by	dominant	

institutions.	 During	 the	 course	 of	 the	 research,	 several	 DIY	 concert	 venues,	 including	

industrial	 properties	 at	 the	 northern	 and	 southern	 limits	 of	 the	 Gold	 Coast	 City	 Council	

jurisdiction,	 ceased	 allowing	 hardcore	 shows	 to	 take	 place	 at	 the	 weekends	 due	 to	 legal	

issues	 that	 often	materialised	 in	 the	wake	 of	 noise	 complaints	 or	 in	 response	 to	material	

damages	to	adjacent	property.	While	the	Nerang	Council	Chambers	venue	to	which	Michael	

alludes	in	his	testimony	represented	an	especially	positive	period	of	relations	between	many	

hardcore	 kids	 and	 local	 and	 state	 government	 institutions,	 Michael	 admitted	 that	 “our	

guitarist	 fucked	up	and	tagged	[spray-painted]	a	toilet	wall”.	The	recurring	nature	of	these	

issues	 was	 a	 regular	 topic	 of	 conversation	 among	 adult	 members	 of	 the	 scene,	 whose	

financial	 and	 temporal	 means	 often	 made	 the	 prospect	 of	 taking	 proactive	 steps	 to	

organising	shows	a	considered	possibility.	Brian,	for	example,	who	had	already	transitioned	

to	parenthood	while	a	member	of	the	scene	and	was	a	passionate	advocate	of	the	positive	

social	affects	of	the	“safe”	places	in	the	scene,	described	his	own	idea	as:	

Like,	getting	a	shed	 in	an	 industrial	estate...	and	 just	decking	 it	out	properly,	doing	

proper	 shows	 with	 proper	 insurance	 and	 have	 everything	 up	 there	 and	

concentrating	on	that,	putting	in	a	whole	lot	of	money	into	that	and,	you	know,	if	it	
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went	belly	up,	 it	went	belly	up	and	 if	 it	worked,	 it	worked.	But	 I	guess,	 just	on	the	

Gold	Coast,	 it	 seemed	 like	people	weren’t	 really	 psyched	on	 the	Gold	Coast	 itself.	

Like,	they	had	[a	similar	venue]	which	was	kind	of	okay	but	then	they	had	the	biker	

place	around	the	corner	which	kind	of	sucked.	It	was	taking	the	vibe	away.	Especially	

with	young	kids,	going	from	[the	adjacent	suburb],	they	had	to	walk	past	the	biker	

place	at	11	o’clock	at	night	and,	you	know,	if	I	was	a	parent,	I	wouldn’t	be	letting	my	

kids	go	to	that	place.		

Brian’s	plans	were	laid	from	experience.	The	“kind	of	okay”	venue	he	references	above	was	

popular,	 but	 lacked	 key	 infrastructure	 (e.g.	 insulation	 for	 soundproofing;	 insurance	 to	

protect	 property	 owners).	 The	 physical	 location	 of	 the	 venue,	 especially	 in	 terms	 of	 its	

proximity	to	the	clubhouse	of	a	so-called	“biker”	(or	outlaw	motorcycle	club)	group,	was	also	

an	obstacle	to	the	realisation	of	the	hardcore	scene	as	a	truly	safe	space.		

Perhaps	the	technologies	of	hardcore	are	most	clearly	grasped	in	how	hardcore	kids	

construct	 authentic	 hardcore	 against	 performances	 that	 take	 place	 at	 multi-genre	 music	

festivals.	On	the	one	hand,	many	kids,	such	as	Robert,	perceived	“just	being	into	the	music	

and	 turning	 up	 at	 a	 show”,	 as	 sound	 motivations	 for	 participating	 and	 thus	 acceptable	

currency	in	gaining	access	to	the	scene.	On	the	other	hand,	many	of	the	spaces	where	young	

people	first	come	into	contact	with	hardcore,	such	as	corporate	music	festivals	and	industry-

promoted	 open-air	 concerts,	 were	 constructed	 as	 inauthentic	 hardcore	 events	 that	many	

hardcore	kids,	such	as	Chad,	viewed	as	“crap”	and	a	“waste	of	money”:	

Everything!	They’re	everything	crap!	The	people,	 the	appeal,	a	massive	one	would	

be	the	sound.	The	sound	is	a	waste	of	money.	It’s	good	for	the	promotion	of	bands	

and	obviously	the	music	and	everything	else	but,	if	you’re	a	hardcore	kid,	that’s	not	

a	hardcore	show.	
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Chad’s	disdain	for	musical	festivals	(he	was	talking	here	about	the	Soundwave	Festival)	is,	it	

seems,	based	on	their	apparent	failure	to	operationalise	most	of	the	salient	technologies	of	

the	 collective	 that	 constitute	 the	 material	 resources	 of	 the	 scene.	 These	 technologies	

include,	 not	 only	 “the	 people”	 and	 the	 “appeal”	 -	 or	 the	 emotional	 investments	made	 by	

those	in	attendance	-	but	extend	to	the	cultural	and	physical	characteristics	of	venues,	the	

physical	 location	of	venues	 in	 the	context	of	 the	city,	as	well	as	 the	relationships	between	

scenic	 and	 public	 institutions	 within	 a	 region	 or	 government	 jurisdiction.	 By	 extension,	

argues	Chad,	“if	you’re	a	hardcore	kid”,	these	events	are	“not	a	[real]	hardcore	show”.		

“Bringing	the	vibe”	
	
Although	 hardcore	 kids	 overwhelmingly	 supported	 the	 contention	 that	 an	 authentic	

hardcore	 show	 was	 dependent	 upon	 the	 activities	 of	 authentic	 hardcore	 bodies	 in	 the	

crowd,	 the	 musical	 and	 extra-musical	 skills	 of	 hardcore	 bands	 were	 also	 constructed	 as	

significant	contingencies	in	the	realisation	of	hardcore.	As	might	by	now	be	expected,	these	

skills	were	rarely	articulated	in	terms	of	the	objective	qualities	of	a	performance,	such	as	the	

virtuosity	of	 instrumentalists’	performance,	 the	 inclusion	or	absence	of	specific	guitar	riffs,	

or	the	pitch	and	timbre	of	accompanying	vocalisations.	Instead,	the	perceived	skill	of	a	band	

or	vocalist	is	evaluated	in	terms	of	more	esoteric	qualities:	the	“vibe”,	“stage	presence”	or,	

simply,	“presence”,	as	registered	in	the	perception	of	the	audience.	As	Michael	recalled:	

…it	was	a	little	shed;	there	was	a	handful	of	kids	there,	maybe	a	hundred	kids.	But	it	

was	packed	out	and	the	vibe	was	great...	That’s	what	separates	the	whole	aggressive	

vibe	of	hardcore	as	opposed	to,	say,	a	rock	band	that	has	just	as	heavy	and	punchy	

sort	of	hard-hitting	songs…	If	a	hardcore	band	plays,	they’ll	bring	the	vibe.		

The	above	point	 is	helpful	because	 it	pulls	 together	evaluative	measures	pertaining	 to	 the	

physical	 space	 of	 the	 “little	 shed”,	 the	 bodies	 required	 to	 inhabit	 that	 space	 so	 that	 it	 is	

“packed	 out”,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 “aggressive	 vibe	 of	 Hardcore”.	 As	 Ross,	 a	 25	 year	 old	
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boilermaker	and	straightedger,	reiterated,	the	quality	of	a	band’s	“presence”	is	brought	into	

use	alongside	these	many	contingencies:		

It	 can	be	energy	on	stage,	 stage	presence,	crowd	 involvement	 -	anything	 like	 that.	

Just	certain	bands	have	more	of	a	stage	presence	about	them	and	it	sort	of	 ignites	

more	of	a	reaction	from	the	crowd.	It’s	just	the	whole	audio-visual	thing	about	it.	It	

just	bumps	it	up	that	notch.	

Ross’	response	underscores	how	the	band’s	“energy	on	stage”	is	only	rendered	meaningful	

in	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 it	 is	 able	 to	 “ignite	 more	 of	 a	 reaction	 from	 the	 crowd”.	 It	 is	 this	

interconnectedness	 -	 what	 Casey	 would	 identify	 as	 a	 ‘constitutive	 coingredience’	 (2001,	

p.684)	-	that	has	the	capacity	to	give	the	show	a	“bump”	in	terms	of	its	emergent	affective	

modalities.	Similarly,	Haenfler	notes	how:	

A	show’s	“vibe”	and	the	intensity	of	the	dancing	depend	in	large	part	on	the	band’s	

attitude.	 If	 a	 singer	 screams	 to	 the	 audience,	 “I	wanna	 see	 some	blood!”	 or	 “let’s	

tear	 this	 place	 apart!”	 the	 likelihood	 of	 aggressive	 dancing	 and	 fights	 goes	 up.	 A	

band	 that	 called	 upon	 the	 audience	 to	 “take	 care	 of	 each	 other”	 or	 “Don’t	 be	 a	

bunch	of	 tough	guys”	reduced	the	chance	of	violence	significantly.	 (Haenfler	2006,	

p.127-8)	

While	Haenfler’s	observations	construct	the	scene	as	divided	between	bands	that	encourage	

a	 physically	 intense	mosh	 pit	 and	 those	who	 actively	 discourage	 this,	 the	majority	 of	 the	

bands	that	I	observed	in	the	Australian	scene	were	led	by	vocalists	who	frequently	deployed	

both	discourses.	While	 in	attendance	at	one	 show	at	Riverstage,	a	major	open-air	 concert	

venue	owned	and	managed	by	Brisbane	City	Council,	I	noted	how	the	vocalist	of	Confession,	

regularly	 described	 by	my	 respondents	 as	 a	 “mosh	 band”	 from	 Perth,	Western	 Australia,	

constantly	 switched	 between	 both	 roles	 identified	 by	 Haenfler.	 As	 the	 first	 palm-muted	

power	chords	cut	through	the	hum	of	the	screeching	feedback	and	spurred	the	first	bodies	



	 245	

into	motion,	 the	 rules	 were	 read:	 “No	 tough	 guys.	 Don’t	 be	 a	 fuckhead.	 If	 someone	 falls	

down,	you	pick	 ‘em	up.	 Let’s	all	 get	home	safe	 tonight.	Alright,	 let’s	 fuck	 shit	up!	SIDE	TO	

FUCKING	SIDE!”	Sam	later	explained	that	“you	always	hear	the	singer	saying	how	everyone	

should	be	looking	after	everyone	else	-	it’s	all	about	everyone	looking	after	everyone.”	As	a	

bonafide	 “mosh	band”,	Confession	 regularly	begin	 their	 set	with	a	 throbbing	guitar-driven	

breakdown.	The	skill	with	which	the	above	instructions	are	communicated	is	evident	in	the	

even	 shifting	 of	 vocalisations,	 from	 the	 snappy	bark	 of	 “No	 tough	 guys”	 toward	 the	more	

abrasive,	guttural	growl	of	the	final	instruction,	ensures	the	band’s	reputation.	On	this	night,	

the	mosh	pit	almost	explodes	as	the	kids	at	the	front	oblige.		

WIthin	 the	 scene,	 the	 authenticity	 of	 Confession	 was	 a	 hotly	 debated	 topic.	 The	

spectacular	aesthetic	of	mosh	bands	attract	many	younger	participants	to	the	scene	and	the	

vocalist	had	nurtured	a	public	profile	that	extended	well	beyond	the	hardcore	scene,	even	

including	a	 stint	on	one	early	Australian	 iteration	of	 the	global	 reality	 television	 franchise,	

Big	Brother.	Having	achieved	a	 semi-celebrity	 status	 through	early	 social	media	platforms,	

such	 as	MySpace,	 he’d	 benefited	 financially	 from	multiple	micro-entrepreneurial	 pursuits,	

which	many	scene	members	felt	fetishized	hardcore	iconography	and	therefore	considered	

to	 be	 exclusively	 “for	 sweaters”.	 Yet,	 several	 respondents	 surprised	 me	 by	 validating	 his	

authenticity	claims	in	spite	of	this.	For	example,	Sam,	with	whom	I	had	attended	the	show,	

explained	how:	

He’s	 just	true	to	his	words.	He	sticks	to	his	guns,	he	means	what	he	says,	and	he’s	

not	going	to	go	back	on	anything	–	on	the	decisions	that	he	made	or	what	he’s	doing	

or	where	he	 is	 in	 life.	He’s	always	gonna	be	to	the	point	and	he’s	not	really	gonna	

back	down	from	any	challenge.		

Musicians	 were	 usually	 attributed	 status	 based	 largely	 on	 perceptions	 surrounding	 their	

lifestyle.	This	 logic	of	subcultural	capital	 is	dispositional	and	how	one	“carries	themselves”,	

Chris	explained,	is	key:			
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Yeah,	I	would	genuinely	say	Survival	are	a	hardcore	band,	just	on	the	fact	that…	or	

based	on	 the	way	 that	 they	 carry	 themselves,	 or	 the	way	 they	 take	 their	 band	 to	

people.	 Their	 band	 is	 a	 hardcore	 band	 purely	 because	 of	 the	 way	 they	 present	

themselves	as	a	band	or	whatever:	the	things	they	sing	about,	the	way	they	act	and	

talk	on	stage.	 It	doesn’t	even	come	down	to	what	style	of	music	they	play;	 it’s	 just	

the	way	that	they	carry	themselves	in	their	heart.	They	all	come	from	big	hardcore	

backgrounds;	they’re	just	always	going	to	be	a	hardcore	band	I	think.	

Indeed,	 Survival’s	 musical	 style,	 which	 was	 described	 by	 Ron	 as	 “straight-up	 hardcore”,	

included	 lyrical	content	 that,	 “keeps	 it	 real	and	hits	 the	nail	on	 the	head”.	While	hardcore	

lyrics	 can	 often	 be	 “just	 clichés	 and	 the	 same	 old	 shit”,	 according	 to	 Brian,	 the	 most	

important	thing	is	that	they	are	designed	to	be	more	“heartfelt”	and	to	“ring	true”	with	the	

experience	of	 hardcore	 kids	 in	 the	 audience.	 Recalling	 his	 original	 experience	of	Hardcore	

lyrics,	Brian	asserted	 that	 this	was	one	aspect	of	 the	music	 that	 could	be	 juxtaposed	with	

musical	styles	and	genres	that	may	be	sonically	similar	in	their	overall	aesthetic:	

It	was	probably	becoming	aware	of	the	lyrics	[of	hardcore]	and	how	death	metal	was	

coming	across.	It	was	just	like	lyrics	that	were	going	nowhere.	They’d	just	go	in	your	

ear	and	wouldn’t	carry.	Yeah,	cutting	up	kids	and	digging	up	corpses	and	having	sex	

with	 ‘em	and	that	kind	of	stuff…	horrible	stuff.	Whereas,	 reading	Earth	Crisis	 lyrics	

like	 All	 Out	War	 or	 Strife,	 it	 was	 more	 heartfelt.	 It	 was	 exactly	 that.	 It	 wasn’t	 as	

technically	advanced	but	still,	there	was	as	much	emotion	and	just	musically	it	was	

still	as	aggressive.	I	think	it	was	just	the	lyrics	rang	true	and	that	was	it.	

This	 is	 an	 important	distinction	between	 the	 lyrical	 technologies	of	hardcore	and	 those	of	

other	musics	oriented	towards	the	production	of	different	kinds	of	collective	affects,	such	as	

“death	 metal”.	 As	 Brian’s	 testimony	 asserts,	 it	 is	 the	 distinctive	 combination	 of	 musical	

technologies	that	are	“as	aggressive”	as	extreme	metal	(even	if	less	“technically	advanced”),	



	 247	

but	 which	 are	 not	 “going	 nowhere”.	 Hardcore	 lyrics	 provide	 a	 discursive	 material	 that	

function	as	a	technology	of	self,	which	in	turns	allows	listeners	to	share	in	the	production	of	

affective	atmospheres,	thus	functioning	also	as	a	technology	of	the	collective.	

Conclusion:	Technologies	of	Hardcore	
	
In	 applying	 and	 advancing	 the	 interconnected	 ideas	 of	music	 as	 a	 ‘technology	 of	 the	 self’	

(DeNora	2000)	and	music	as	a	“technology	of	the	collective”	(Roy	and	Dowd	2010;	Hancock	

and	Lorr	2013),	this	chapter	has	offered	some	empirical	observations	of	how	hardcore	music	

‘gets	 into	 the	 action’	 (DeNora	 2000).	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr’s	 study	 of	 the	 Chicago	 hardcore	

scene	 has	 already	 detailed	 local	 iterations	 of	 the	 ‘core	 musical	 practices’	 through	 which	

hardcore	kids	generate	collective	affects	and	experience	an	emotional	state	of	 trust	which	

binds	 them	together	as	a	group.	Yet,	as	detailed	 in	 this	 chapter,	 this	kind	of	experience	 is	

contingent	upon	 the	 co-presence	of	 social,	material,	 and	discursive	 resources	 that	help	 to	

enable	 these	 practices	 in	 place.	While	 the	 core	musical	 practices,	 such	 as	moshing,	 stage	

diving,	 and	 spatial	 role	 reversals,	 that	 comprise	much	of	 the	distinctive	 character	of	 ritual	

practice	 in	 the	 scene,	 their	 successful	 performance	 depends	 upon	 the	 constitutive	 co-

ingredience	 of	 these	 myriad	 resources.	 By	 way	 of	 example,	 this	 chapter	 has	 explored	

elements	of	musical	and	extra-musical	performances,	 the	physical	and	cultural	dimensions	

of	places,	and	the	physical	properties	of	organic	materials,	such	as	alcohol,	and	interpreted	

the	testimony	of	hardcore	kids	as	pertaining	specifically	to	their	affective	engagements	with	

these	materials.	 As	 such,	 I	 have	 concluded	 that	 hardcore	 exists	 primarily	 in	 the	 affective	

atmospheres	 that	 emerge	 from	 the	 coming-together	 of	 these	 agencies,	 but	 cannot	 be	

reduced	 to	 these	 constitutive	 parts.	 Hardcore,	 in	 other	 words,	 is	 brought	 into	 use.	 It	 is	

achieved	in	practice.	

	



	 248	

Chapter	Eight:	Conclusion	

This	thesis	has	presented	a	mixed-method	qualitative	study	of	the	hardcore	music	scene	in	

Southeast	Queensland	and	Northern	New	South	Wales.	In	presenting	an	insider-researcher	

account	 of	 the	 musical,	 spatial,	 and	 extra-musical	 practices	 through	 which	 hardcore	 kids	

cultivate	 both	 their	 personal	 identities	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 collective	 solidarity,	 the	 thesis	

advances	 the	 ‘music-in-action’	approach	 (DeNora	2000)	 to	 the	 sociology	of	popular	music.	

One	 of	 the	 primary	 aims	 of	 the	 research	 was	 to	 explore	 the	 physical,	 psychological	 and	

emotional	 states	 (ibid.)	 to	which	hardcore	 kids	 reflexively	deploy	 the	musical	 resources	of	

the	 scene.	 The	 capacities	 of	music	 to	 afford	mobility	 between	 and	maintenance	 of	 these	

states	is	a	key	tenant	of	DeNora’s	understanding	of	music	as	a	‘technology	of	the	self’	(2000)	

and	so	this	research	has	advanced	and	deployed	the	‘technologies’	discourse	in	emphasising	

how	participants	of	the	hardcore	scene	use	music	to	achieve	experiences	of	‘aggression’	and	

‘rage’.	Yet,	in	the	collective	production	of	these	musical	affects,	hardcore	kids	also	reap	the	

positive	social-psychological	effects	of	‘intimacy’,	‘solidarity’	and	‘unity’	that	constitute	them	

as	a	group.	In	this	way,	the	music	and	the	musical	practices	of	its	consumption	can	also	be	

understood	as	a	‘technology	of	the	collective’	(Roy	and	Dowd	2010;	Hancock	and	Lorr	2013).		

In	 empirical	 terms,	 this	 research	 addresses	 several	 gaps	 in	 the	 literature.	 First,	 in	

investigating	 the	 ontology	 of	 hardcore	 itself,	 the	 research	 articulates	 the	 overarching	

context	 wherein	 previously	 studied	 groupings	 that	 exist	 within	 the	 scene	 bring	 hardcore	

music	 into	 alternative	 use	 (Atkinson	 2006;	 Haenfler	 2006;	 Ensminger	 2010;	 Purchla	 2011;	

Sharp	 and	 Nilan	 2017).	 While	 Hancock	 and	 Lorr’s	 (2013)	 recent	 study	 of	 the	 Chicago	

hardcore	 scene	 is	 similar	 in	 scope,	 these	 authors	 do	 not	 extend	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘musical	

practices’	beyond	the	things	scene	members	do	with	their	bodies.	Nor	do	they	extrapolate	

the	 concept	 of	 ‘technologies’	 beyond	 the	 music	 itself,	 instead	 figuring	 the	 ‘core	 musical	

practices’	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 their	 ethnographic	 discussion	 as	 mediations	 of	 the	 music.	 In	

contrast,	 this	 research	 understands	music,	musical	 practices,	 the	 physical	 dimensions	 and	
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locations	 of	musical	 performances,	 as	well	 as	myriad	 other	 contingencies	 of	 place,	 as	 co-

agencies	 in	 the	ongoing	 production	of	hardcore	 selves.	 Second,	 in	 focusing	 on	 the	 central	

role	of	hardcore	music	as	an	active	ingredient	in	the	construction	of	social	identities,	I	have	

investigated	the	ways	in	which	hardcore	is	brought	into	use	in	context.	That	is,	I	have	shown	

that	the	salience	of	the	music	lies	in	the	affective	rendering	of	places	as	hardcore	places.	The	

research	 then	 addresses	 a	 gap	 in	 the	 knowledge	 regarding	 how	 hardcore	 kids	 contribute	

various	forms	of	labour	to	the	production	of	culture.	Hardcore	cannot	be	understood	as	an	

ideology	or	sartorial	style	that	is	passed	on	primarily	in	discourse	or	in	media	representation.	

Rather,	hardcore	is	a	shared	knowledgeability	that	is	transmitted	in	the	‘practices	of	locality’	

(Ingold	and	Kurttila	2000);	 the	 transmission	of	knowledge	 is	achieved	 in	 the	perception	of	

environments	 in	 which	 the	 perceiver	 is	 affectively	 engaged.	 In	 summary,	 this	 research	

advances	 the	 ‘technologies’	 discourse,	 which	 has	 been	 gathering	 momentum	 in	 the	

sociology	of	music	 for	sometime,	through	an	explication	of	the	various	material	conditions	

under	 which	 hardcore	 kids	 co-produce	 themselves	 as	 particular	 kinds	 of	 agents,	 but	 also	

how	 they	 participate	 in	 ritual	 practices	 that	 produce	 the	 feeling	 of	 group	 solidarity	 –	 the	

‘affective	sociality’	(Maffesoli	in	Sweetman	2004)	-	that	constitutes	the	collective.	

Authentic	Identities	

In	Chapter	Six,	I	presented	an	analysis	of	the	ways	in	which	hardcore	kids	actively	construct	

their	identities	through	participation	in	the	scene.	Following	several	notable	applications	of	

symbolic	interactionist	perspectives	to	studies	of	collective	identity,	I	presented	an	analysis	

of	 data	 that	 explicated	 the	 discursive	 ‘identity-forming	 strategies’	 (Williams	 2011)	 of	

hardcore	 kids.	 While	 participants	 do	 articulate	 distinction	 from	 the	 so-called	 mainstream	

through	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 ‘insider/outside	 dichotomy’	 (Williams	 2011),	 they	 also	

construct	internal	status	hierarchies	within	the	scene	using	pejorative	labelling	strategies.	In	

a	process	by	which	specific	behaviours	are	marked	as	inauthentic,	the	young	men	who	took	

part	in	this	study	were	also	constructing	themselves	as	particular	kinds	of	men.	In	doing	so,	
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authentic	 behaviours	 are	 constructed	 by	way	 of	 a	 repudiation	 of	 a	 feminised	 ‘other’	 (see	

Butler	1993).	Thus,	dominant	constructions	of	‘authentic’	hardcore	are	intertwined	with	the	

reproduction	of	dominant	representations	of	masculinity	–	what	Connell	has	famously	called	

‘hegemonic	 masculinity’	 (1995).	 One	 effect	 of	 this	 integrated	 construction	 of	 personal	

identities	 is	 that	 participation	 in	 the	 scene	 has	 become	 cast	 as	 an	 irretrievably	masculine	

activity.	While	 this	certainly	does	not	preclude	 the	participation	of	women	 in	 the	scene,	 it	

does	raise	the	stakes,	as	 it	were,	 for	 those	women	whose	participation	 is	prefaced	upon	a	

fuller	repudiation	of	dominant	patterns	of	what	Connell	calls	‘emphasised	femininity’	(ibid.).	

In	 exploring	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Hardcore	 kids	 deploy	 discursive	 strategies	 in	 the	

construction	 of	 authenticity,	 the	 thesis	 also	 presents	 the	 logic	 of	 participants’	 claims	 to	

distinction	from	both	‘mainstream’	society	and	each	other.	Although,	as	Thornton	noted,	it	

is	true	that	subcultural	capital	can	be	both	‘objectified	and	embodied’	(1995),	participants	of	

the	hardcore	scene	place	a	premium	on	the	development	of	competence	in	the	core	musical	

practices	on	which	the	production	of	collective	affects	–	what	Hardcore	kids	call,	‘the	vibe’	–	

depends.	Such	forms	of	embodied	cultural	competence	have	been	theorised	here	as	‘skills’	

(Ingold	 2001).	 In	 emphasising	 the	 more-than-representational	 knowledges	 that	 underpin	

skilled	practice,	subcultural	capital	correlates	strongly	with	both	commitment	and	access	to	

the	institutions	of	the	scene.	The	risky,	pseudo-violent	practices	that	mark	these	institutions	

as	‘masculine,	heterosexual	zones’	(Williams	2011)	largely	exclude	feminine	participation	in	

them,	 resulting	 in	 a	 stratification	 of	 the	 scene	 that	 can	 be	mapped	 back	 on	 to	 the	 same	

gender	hierarchies	that	define	mainstream	adolescent	culture	and	thus	society	as	a	whole.		

The	Geographical	Self	

Chapter	Seven	extended	the	idea	that	hardcore	identities	unfold	in	the	activity	of	inhabiting	

the	scene.	The	development	of	authentic	identities,	while	also	being	achieved	in	discourse,	

is	 also	 a	 process	 of	 becoming-skillful.	 Yet,	 as	 I	 have	 shown,	 skill	 does	 not	 lie	 in	 the	

mechanical	reproduction	of	actions	or	discourse	but	in	the	ability	to	improvise	and	innovate	



	 251	

according	 to	 the	unique	demands	of	 hardcore	places.	 I	 have	proposed	 that	 a	Bourdieuian	

understanding	of	 the	 concept	of	 ‘habitus’	 (1984)	 is	 an	 appropriate	way	of	 conceptualising	

this.	While	many	 studies	 of	music-based	 cultural	 groupings	 have	deployed	 this	 concept	 in	

accounting	for	matters	of	taste	(Stahl	2003)	or,	more	commonly,	the	fluidity	and	multiplicity	

of	 ‘postmodern’	aesthetic	sensibilities	 (Sweetman	2004),	 I	have	suggested	that	the	habitus	

operates	as	a	kind	of	‘mediatrix	of	place	and	self’	(Casey	2001,	p.686).	Indeed:	‘habitus	is	a	

middle	 term	 between	 place	 and	 self	 –	 and,	 in	 particular,	 between	 lived	 place	 and	 the	

geographical	 self’	 (ibid.).	 In	other	words,	 the	 ‘traces’	of	place	are	 ‘continually	 laid	down	 in	

the	 body,	 sedimenting	 themselves	 there	 and	 thus	 becoming	 formative	 of	 its	 specific	

somatography’	(ibid.	p.688).	The	salience	of	figuring	habitus	as	a	geographical	process	lies	in	

acknowledging	how,	similarly,	 ‘the	place-world	is	energized	and	transformed	by	the	bodies	

that	belong	to	it’	(ibid.).	In	Chapter	Seven,	I	therefore	explored	the	relationship	between	the	

notion	of	skill,	the	logic	of	subcultural	capital,	and	the	production	of	‘affective	atmospheres’	

(Anderson	 2009).	 If	 bodies	 ‘energize’	 the	 place-world,	 then	 the	 ‘energies’	 of	 the	 hardcore	

scene	can	best	be	understood	as	collective	affects.	 In	much	the	same	way	as	 football	 fans	

use	vocal	strategies,	such	as	plainsong,	for	the	production	of	the	collective	affects	by	which	

the	 non-space	 (Auge	 1997)	 of	 the	 modern	 multi-purpose	 stadium	 becomes	 transformed,	

and	thus	transformative	(Collinson	2009),	hardcore	kids	bring	the	myriad	technologies	of	the	

scene	 into	 use	 in	 ways	 that	 ‘entangle’	 them	 (Ingold	 2008),	 both	 with	 the	 place-world	 it	

produces	and	with	each	other	in	its	production.			

Technologies:	A	Missing	Discourse	

The	limitations	of	the	research	sample	and	the	disproportionate	reliance	on	interview	data	

presented	here	may	 leave	 this	 study	open	 to	 the	charge,	originally	 levelled	by	Moorhouse	

(1991),	that	 it	gives	 ‘yet	another	whiff	of	the	 latest	hallucinogen	drifting	out	of	the	second	

arrondissement,	rather	than	as	the	cure	for	detailed	research’	(Muggleton	2000,	p.5;	original	

emphasis).	Perhaps	with	the	exception	of	certain	elements	from	Bourdieu’s	theory	of	social	
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praxis	 (1984)	 or	 Maffesoli’s	 affective	 sociality	 (1996),	 I	 have	 taken	 little	 heed	 of	 French	

poststructuralism.	Moreover,	the	connection	between	music	cultures	and	affective	sociality	

is	certainly	by	no	means	new	 to	scholars	working	at	the	 intersections	of	youth	culture	and	

popular	 music.	 Yet,	 despite	 the	 increasing	 salience	 of	 terms	 like	 ‘affective	 warmth’	

(Maffesoli	 1996),	 ‘collective	 effervescence’	 (Sweetman	 2004),	 or	 ‘peak	music	 experiences’	

(Green	2017),	 the	question	of	how	music	gets	 into	action	 (DeNora	2000),	especially	 in	 the	

context	of	academic	interest	in	distinctive	music-based	groupings,	has	not	been	adequately	

engaged	with.	In	applying	the	dual	conceptualisations	of	music	as	a	‘technology	of	the	self’	

(DeNora	2000)	and	as	a	‘technology	of	the	collective’	(Roy	and	Dowd	2010),	this	thesis	has	

shown	 that	 the	 ‘technologies’	 discourse	may	offer	 significant	 utility	 for	 research,	 not	 only	

into	 the	 ritual	 and	material	 practices	 of	 distinctive	musico-stylistic	 groupings,	 but	 for	 any	

study	 concerned	with	 the	 production	 and	maintenance	 of	 collective	 identity.	While	music	

remains	an,	if	not	the,	salient	cultural	resource	for	the	social	construction	of	local	identities,	

it	 is	 only	 one	 of	 myriad	 technologies	 that	 are	 brought	 into	 use	 alongside	 the	 objective	

aesthetic	qualities	of	music.	This	 co-presence	of	both	musical	and	extra-musical	materials,	

including	 the	 ritual	practices	of	 the	group,	 is	productive	of	 collective	affects	 that	act	upon	

and	 have	 the	 capacity	 to	 animate	 constituent	 components.	 In	 other	 words,	 culture	 and	

identity	emerge	 from	the	coming-together	of	technologies.	We	can	and	should	understand	

the	distinctive	character	of	place	and	self	as	‘mutually	co-constitutive’	(Casey	2001).	For	the	

people	who	participate	 in	 the	place-making	practices	 through	which	music	 is	brought	 into	

use,	 it	 is	 in	 the	 ‘enabling’	 (Duff	 2010)	 of	 activities	 that	 afford	 distinctive	 opportunities	 for	

perception	 and	 action	 (Ingold	 and	 Kurttila	 2000)	 and	 in	 the	 subsequent	 inculcation	 of	

specific	 embodied	 competences	 that	 they	 become	 of	 those	 place	 -	 they	 ‘become-other’	

(Lande	2007).	And	it	is	the	fundamentally	social	process	of	this	habitation	that	facilitates	the	

affective	exchanges	that	bind	them	together,	regardless	of	temporality.		
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