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Hopeless Youth! makes clear that the writing, thinking and doing 
involved in punk and hip hop culture, flâneurism, dubstep and 
techno music scenes, skateboarding, dumpster diving and hitch-
hiking, for example, are central to culture on a more-than-mar-
ginal level. This collection of essays is bound to be a staple ref-
erence for anyone working with groups and individuals defining 
places on their own terms. 

Bradley L. Garrett, University of Southampton

Endorsements
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Hopeless Youth!

Hopeless Youth! is a timely addition to a type of scholarship which 
is proactive, progressive and provocative. The exclamation mark 
in the title sums it up for me. In harbouring an array of sharp 
ideas, unconventional themes, creative forms of dissemination 
and imaginative collaborations, this collection will have its readers 
repeatedly thumbing through its pages.

Patrick Laviolette, Tallinn University 
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Inequality and unemployment increase while resistance move-
ments against problematic politics gather momentum. There has 
never been a more interesting time to examine the concept of 
‘youth’ and elaborate on its future. The eclectic mix of authors 
included in Hopeless Youth! make this collection an important 
milestone in the discussion of the most important generation to 
come.

Daniel Briggs, European University of Madrid
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Hopeless, Helpless and 
Holy Youth

Francisco Martínez1

Painters and sculptors under the Nazis often 
depicted the nude, but they were forbidden to 
show any bodily imperfections. Their nudes 
look like pictures in physique magazines: 
pinups which are both sanctimoniously asex-
ual and (in a technical sense) pornographic, 
for they have the perfection of a fantasy.

(Susan Sontag, ‘Fascinating Fascism’)2

Infinite youth?

The next time you visit the bookshop of an airport pay attention to 
the number of publications employing youth. Be aware, however, 

1 Thanks to Marcos, Marika, Patrick, Pille and Siobhan for their comments and 
encouragement while writing this text.

2 Published in The New York Review of Books (6 February 1975) and reprinted in 
Sontag’s Under the Sign of Saturn (1980), p. 92.
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that by looking at the covers you might fall in love with the fresh 
faces, exuberant poses and happy expressions of people twenty years 
younger than you. Be aware, also, that aesthetics always entail an 
ideology. As said by Susan Sontag in the quote that opens this piece, 
the aim for physical perfectionism is a form of fascism, imposing our 
ideal of beauty towards others and negating the charming imperfec-
tion of the empirical. 

Today, youth appears as an epiphany of beauty. Such ideal-
isation of youth is manifested not only as an embodied desire, but 
also as the way of being successful in our society: flexible, mobile, 
always looking fresh and present-centred. Harry Blatterer explains 
it as a shift from ‘adulthood as a goal’ to ‘youth as a value’, from 
youth as a life stage to youth as a lifestyle (2010: 64–68). But how 
do young people negotiate these processes? In Western societies, 
youngsters seem to be redundant, ‘full of potential’ yet unneeded at 
the moment. And, nonetheless, young people do not simply fill the 
space assigned to them by a world that appears external. They create 
their own tactics, buffers, and solidarities (Pilkington, Omelchenko 
2013), contributing to the production of the collective, living, falling 
in love and falling in despair, exploring the dizziness of freedom in 
a human way.

Young people are active agents, producing new modes of 
adulthood, reshaping the way the society is conceived, and re-draw-
ing what has been already mapped and ruled. Indeed, contemporary 
youngsters have acquired a practical aptitude preparing them to 
cope with and manage precariousness, unpredictability and diversity 
of life changes (for instance, by making few commitments in life and 
applying an opportunist-tactical logic). They live in a society that 
encourages competition and is filled with abundant choices, which 
might produce – if agreeing with Margaret Mead – disturbances and 
stress.3 

3 Based on a controversial study of 68 girls on Ta’u island, Mead concluded 
that the experience of adolescence depended on the subject’s cultural 
upbringing rather than on biological factors. Mead, Margaret 1928. Coming of 
Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for Western Civilization. 
New York: William Morrow.
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This volume develops a cross-cultural research focused on 
the way youngsters are compelled to choose and make decisions, 
without knowing, however, which of these decisions will have 
long-term consequences. Compulsive by character, young people 
have been the main agent of a modernity that evolved as addicted 
to speed and newness, to the point of separating youth from being 
young. Modern societies might learn however from Oscar Wilde’s 
Dorian Gray and Goethe’s Faust. Both characters made a deal with 
evil forces to keep an eternal youth, at the price of the deprivation 
of their souls. 

It can be said that youth has been taken away from the peo-
ple and manufactured as a beauty package that compensates aging 
and legitimises precarity and patronising. As written by Simone 
de Beauvoir in the essay ‘Brigitte Bardot and the Lolita Syndrome’ 
(1972), the ‘femme fragile’ is replacing the ‘femme fatale’ in popu-
lar culture. And, simultaneously, old age is increasingly considered 
“a kind of shameful secret that is unseemly to mention” in Western 
societies (Beauvoir 1960). However, to hide aging is like to ignore 
that time passes – the process of being, of gaining and losing. Elderly 
people are hourglasses in our societies, reminding that time is not 
infinite and elastic. To hide aging is a form of runaway from our-
selves and from life overall. 

Contradictory temporal principles constitute today’s societ-
ies (Adam 2003: 74), combining Peter Pan behaviour and a ‘Forever 
Young’ cult with affecting forces of acceleration and a vertiginous 
togetherness. Years of life appear also as useless experience, or even 
as a charge to innovate and adapt to changes.4 According to Reinhart 
Koselleck, experience has become less relevant to foretelling the 

4 This social value of youth can also be approached through Foucaultian 
biopolitics, since negative qualities are attached to the elderly body, not only 
as a way of ordering society but also as a call to consume an increasing number 
of products and apply emerging techniques to recover a youthful appearance. 
According to Foucault, the body became the main way of controlling the 
good and bad properties of the individual in modernity. See Foucault, Michel 
1994. ‘The Subject and Power’. In Rabinow, P. (ed.). Power – Essential Works of 
Foucault 1954–1984. New York: The New Press.
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future and that it is more difficult to extend one’s knowledge of the 
past into an expectation of what is to come (Koselleck 1985).

As Bjørn Schiermer has noted – with regards to the hipster 
culture – new forms of contemporaneity and in-contemporaneity 
are being generated and cultural differences among the generations 
are fading (2013: 169–179). There is a poem by William Carlos Wil-
liams (1917) recounting the life evolution cherished a hundred years 
ago: from the aim to make something of himself to learning how to 
admire the houses of the very poor and furniture gone wrong.5 Today, 
values are becoming more plural and biogphies less predictable. At 
what stage of life we are supposed to do that is increasingly unclear. 

In a recent post, the bloguer Mark Manson crowdsourced 
the life experience from his older readership. Manson received over 
600 responses to his call for advices, once he turned 30 years old. 
Most of the comments and recommendations were however quite 
inter-generational, in the sense that they can be applied to any age 
or life stage (ie. start saving money, take care of your health, focus 
in one thing, be good to the people who care about you, continue to 
grow and develop yourself, invest in your family, be kind to yourself 
and do not be afraid of taking risks). The most interesting advice of 
the list appears in the point number eight, saying that nobody still 
knows what they are doing in life, the trick is to get used to it. This 
recommendation brings about messages such as ‘do not worry too 
much; things are always sorted out’, ‘do not take yourself too seri-
ously all the time’, and ‘few matter in a long term; most of what you 
think is important now will seem unimportant in 10 years and that is 
OK’.6 Furthermore, Manson dares to give an advice himself to those 

5 ‘Pastoral’: When I was younger / it was plain to me / I must make something 
of myself. / Older now / I walk back streets / admiring the houses / of the very 
poor: / roof out of line with sides / the yards cluttered with old chicken wire, 
ashes, / furniture gone wrong; / the fences and outhouses / built of barrel-
staves / and parts of boxes, all, / if I am fortunate, / smeared a bluish green / 
that properly weathered / pleases me best / of all colors. / No one / will believe 
this / of vast import to the nation (Williams 1917). 

6 See Mark Manson’s blog: http://markmanson.net/10-life-lessons-excel-30s. 
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people who turn 20 years old: ‘time grants you the opportunity to 
take big risks and make mistakes’. 

In a Zeitgeist that combines social acceleration, precarity, 
uncertainty and obsession with changes, to defend time for thinking 
what to do and experimenting appears as one of the mastering tac-
tics. In addition, abilities associated with youth are being demanded 
to adults, who are compelled to negotiate the own biographies 
within a frame marked by a “fragility of bonds… in-built transience 
and ‘until-further-noticeness’, coupled with temporariness of com-
mitment and revocability of obligations” (Bauman 2001: 140). This 
affects both adults and youngsters and makes the transition between 
these phases increasingly diffuse. Indeed, our life trajectories man-
ifest a more open-ended character, appearing as a bush-like evolu-
tion, rather than the linear form of tree-trunk. Social acceleration 
appears, therefore, as plural, consisting of hastenings deferrals and 
negotiations. Moreover, some parts of the society seem to be under 
speeding forces while some others are left-behind (to recycle?). 
Hence, there is a need to reflect about how discontinuities and struc-
tured contingencies are produced.

What can young people teach us?

Goodwin and O’Connor have criticised the “tendency to highlight 
the apparent ‘distinctiveness’ of young people from older genera-
tions around, focusing on what is unique about them and what is dif-
ferent between them and older generations rather than considering 
the interconnections between the two” (2009: 24). It is already sus-
picious when those who are no longer young present as aberrant the 
behaviour of youngsters. On the contrary, we argue in this volume 
that youth practices are socially embedded – negotiating contingent 
processes and cultural sediments. Some contributions to this volume 
enhance boredom, uprootedness and hopelessness as characteristic 
of contemporary youth; others explore hyper-active practices, such 
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as break-dance, graffiti, dub step music or skateboarding as a way to 
understand young people. There are also musings on how technol-
ogies influence personal development and the way the media drives 
and mirrors social transformations. 

For us the key question is what young people might teach 
us? The main objective of this collection is to examine how contem-
porary youth negotiate late-modern processes – beyond categorical 
reductions, marketing campaigns and patronising tutelage. As we 
can see in the contributions included in this volume, there is noth-
ing strange about youth, apart from the need to adapt to increas-
ingly unstable circumstances. Young people explore the physical and 
social world as has been done for ages. The ways of doing it might 
have changed but not the attitude. Certain features have been obvi-
ously stressed, like uncertainty, mediatisation, dispossession, virtu-
ality and precarity. However, contemporary adults are also engaged 
in momentary poverty and momentary wealth, abject sequences of 
job and unemployment, partnerships and affairs, intense mobility 
and abrupt stasis. 

Adulthood is changing, and this transformation is shaping 
our understanding of youth. Also, coping with uncertainties has 
become a dominating part of the daily life of all of us. Both youth 
and adulthood are affected by an ASAP regime, suffering from a 
time-starving freedom, precarity and the succession of deadlines. 
Nonetheless, young people seem to manage late-modern excesses 
better than their parents, which does not mean, however, that they 
do not suffer from late-modern abjections. These negotiations are 
carried on through contextualised forms of adaptation that cannot 
be separated from personal expectations and denials. With ‘nego-
tiation’ I refer to the way changes are socially integrated through 
temporal meanings and habitual arrangements. 

Deborah Durham (2008) and Craig Jeffrey (2010) have 
already warned that social acceleration does not necessarily imply 
that young people are more active than other members of society; 
rather it favoured a particular engagement with their social worlds 
in which instability has turned into stability in itself. After inter-
viewing one hundred Russian teenagers, Fran Markowitz notices 
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how the post-Soviet youth are well aware of the negative effects of 
changes, yet adjusts their aspirations consequently, trying to get 
an advantage from it. Markowitz concludes, therefore, that young 
people have adapted to chaos better than their parents, being able 
to twist cultural change and social instability into an opportunity 
(2000). 

Late-modern youth appears as more affected by a lack of 
horizon and the constant succession of crises; yet, at the same time, 
they are more habituated to economic alterations and to the peren-
nial reconfiguration of the norms and circumstances. In short, they 
know well how to adapt to changes but have more problems in mak-
ing plans. Consequently, we favour in this collection a transversal 
and embedded analysis of youth dynamics, looking at how the young 
help to define cultural significance and articulate skilled responses to 
social processes at large. Agreeing with Pilkington and Omelchenko 
(2013), there is a need to move forward the debates about youth from 
the study of terminologies and sub-cultures to the reflection on sub-
stances and situated practices. For instance, the so-called youth cul-
tures appear as increasingly routed and less and less geographically 
rooted. In the last decades, youngsters’ practices and looks have 
internationalised as never before. A T-shirt saying ‘I love New York’ 
or a band from California not only bring about different associations 
than decades ago (remember the ‘Herald Tribune’ T-shirt that Jean 
Seberg wore in the film Breathless / A bout de soufflé in 1960), but also 
do not surprise or shock other generations or more conservative sec-
tors of society. Moreover, the notion of ‘coolness’ continues with its 
constant process of change and translation, yet with a more cosmo-
politan substance and no apparent political cause. In Ho Chi Minh 
city, in Casablanca or in Tallinn we might encounter youngsters who 
share not only the look, but also the same attitude. Here the paradox 
is that all of them still think themselves as special, undermining tra-
ditional notions of borders, inclusivity and rarity.
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Coffee and (electronic) cigarettes

It is still unclear if social media platforms represent a new private or 
public sphere, if it brings the boundaries between them into focus, 
or if it makes this separation obsolete. Modern communications 
favour the increasing overrunning of borders, accelerating passages 
through spaces, time and one’s personal life. Indeed, border crossing 
is becoming less and less noticeable, as are departure and arrival.7 
Ironically, when thresholds and intervals seem to disappear from 
human experience, life as a whole appears entirely liminal, as a tun-
nel-threshold between birth and death. Bauman calls it an ‘interreg-
num’ (2012), a feeling of leaving behind a regime without entering 
into a new one. One of the consequences of this ‘no longer-not yet’ 
is that the boundaries between generations and between narratives 
are indistinguishable and unpredictable, producing temporal asyn-
chrony within societies.

The story told by this book follows a similar plot to Richard 
Linklaker’s Slacker (1991) and Jim Jarmusch’s Coffee and Cigarettes 
(2003), whereby the narration is told through the varied people that 
we randomly meet in the city. Following misfits and unexpected 
characters, we get to know the world and grammar of the subjects. 
Like these films, the Hopeless Youth! collection is made through 
back and forth movements, a strolling that produces its own pace 
and place through communication, wandering and circumstantial 
encounters.

“This is how philosophers should salute each other: Take 
your time!”, wrote Wittgenstein in Culture and Value (1980: 80). This 
understanding of knowledge as a process, however, does not fit with 
the ‘crowd accelerated innovation’ and ‘ideas worth sharing’ agenda 
promoted in the TED conferences (Technology, Entertainment and 

7 See for instance Fornäs, Johan 2002. ‘Passages across Thresholds: Into the 
Borderlands of Mediation. Convergence’. – The Journal of Research into New 
Media Technologies, 8, 4, 89–106 (p. 90).
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Design).8 These talks all follow a model that the organisation has 
encoded in its rules, a standardised format for both speaker (limited 
time, nowadays reduced to 5 minutes and 15 slides; the lecture form 
and narrative; no room for debate or questions) and the spectator 
(design of venues; videos edited into five to ten second clips, etc). 

In the article ‘How TED Commodifies Knowledge and Close 
Down Debate’ (2014), writer Jason Wilson examines the way TED 
reinscribes a pedagogy of authoritative instruction, commodify-
ing thought, making ideas modular and adapted to consumption. 
According to Wilson, TED conferences share a common structure of 
identifying a problem and resolving it after intuitive ‘out of the box’ 
thinking. This model relies, therefore, on a simplistic delineation of 
problems and a solutionist formulation, which avoid dialogue, pre-
vent different opinions and reinforce the acceptance of a hierarchy 
of knowledge. Also on a paradigm that promotes communication 
and connectivity as a precarious exercise in the acquisition of con-
tacts, exchange of information, utilitarian valorisation and biopolit-
ical control (Spencer 2011: 9).

Transient encounters – chance-based and open-ended – 
may appear as seemingly insignificant for finding solutions and 
innovation. However, this approach underestimates the eventful and 
meaningful relevance of quotidian encounters as micro-social situ-
ations, in the sense of closeness, interaction, re-shaping of contexts 
and negotiation of larger processes. This book invites the reader to 
recover control over life pace, to sensually slow down and heal the 
excesses and abjections of globalisation and modernity. In a world 
of flows, we try to construct knots, yet as subjects of our time, we do 
so in a hyper and remediating way. Already in the eighties Michael 

8 “And there are just three things you need for this thing to kick into gear. 
You can think of them as three dials on a giant wheel. You turn up the dials, 
the wheel starts to turn. And the fi rst thing you need is a crowd, a group of 
people who share a common interest. The bigger the crowd, the more potential 
innovators there are [...] The second thing you need is light. You need clear, 
open visibility of what the best people in that crowd are capable of, because 
that is how you will learn how you will be empowered to participate. And third, 
you need desire.” (See Anderson, Chris 2010. ‘How web video powers global 
innovation’. www.ted.com).
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Rutschky (1982) presented the increasing ‘hunger of experiences’ as 
characteristic of his generation. In late-modernity, more and more 
young people are coming to realise that they can’t buy or download 
real experiences – one has to make them. For instance, in such an 
electrified, expensive and exhausting city as Moscow, a dozen ‘anti-
cafés’ have appeared in the last two years. Surprisingly, they charge 
for time spent in the café, not for items consumed. In Tsiferblat, they 
charge 3 Euros per hour (2 roubles per minute) and 1.5 Euros per 
hour (1 rouble per minute) for the time over one hour. So one can 
expend half of the day in a café in the centre of Moscow and pay less 
than ten Euros. Nevertheless, we are not talking about buying time, 
or saving time… but making it accessible, living it, being-in-time.

Ironically, life becomes de-accelerated in a café that charges 
for time. There we don’t find nervous depredators, standing and 
looking at the clock. In Tsiferblat the time is reconstructed, re-so-
cialised and internalised as healing. People drink tea in small sips 
and the breadcrumbs fall on the table. Time doesn’t run there and 
the customers submerge themselves in the sofa demonstrating the 
rare correspondence between gravity and tranquility. Most of the 
costumers are between 18–30 years old. Quite relaxed people; look-
ing forward to talking rather than being stuck in front of a laptop. 
Sometimes they bring their own food and it has become a place to 
celebrate birthdays, listen to lectures, and perform workshops and 
concerts.9 Tsiferblat reminds us of the nineteen-century ‘networks’ 
in the European cafés, wherein customers engaged in discussions 
that aimed to understand the world.10 

Another example of re-socialisation and reconstruction of 
solidarity knots is the Regueirão dos Anjos in Lisbon. This cultural 

9 See Martínez, Fran 2013 ‘El tiempo vale más que el dinero en el nuevo 
Moscú’. – Rusia Hoy (20.02.2014). http://rusiahoy.com/blogs/2013/05/02/
el_tiempo_vale_mas_que_el_dinero_en_el_nuevo_moscu_27495.html. 

10 After a couple of years, the owner, Ivan Mitin, already has two ‘anti-cafés’ 
in Moscow, two in St. Petersburg, two in Kazan, one in Nizhni Novgorod, one in 
Rostov-on-Don, one in Kiev and one in London.. In these ‘late-modern’ cafés 
it is not possible to smoke or drink alcohol, which goes against the wave of 
weekend drunkenness and clubbing.
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garage appeared in 2009 hand in hand with the economic hardships 
and as an echo of the Spanish movement ‘indignados’ in Portugal. 
Everyone is welcome to participate within a cultural program that 
includes ping-pong, yoga, boxing, film sessions, gigs of hip hop, 
world music and singer song writers, workshops on contemporary 
art, cooking and construction of music instruments, as well as parties 
and discussions about pataphysics, transhumanism, and queer and 
feminist theory. As I have seen, the most popular activities are the 
cyclo-office (promoting urban cycling – cyclists find the necessary 
tools to repair their bikes at the RDA), and the cooperative kitchen, 
which offers a daily menu and special dinners, and it is open to the 
collaboration of those who want to help with the activities related 
to the preparation of the meals.11 The attempt to repair the effects 
of the so called ‘austerity measures’ within the Portuguese society 
is evident from the very origin of the RDA until now, however, the 
dimension of critique passed from society at large to community 
building and the promotion of an alternative culture. Perhaps it is 
unavoidable, or not necessarily negative, but the ‘coolness’ of the 
place (more Erasmus students coming) and its institutionalisation 
(logistic coordination; references in the newspaper) made that some 
people originally involved lost their interest or feel unwelcome.

Through the study of British youth on holiday in Ibiza, Dan-
iel Briggs examines ritualised types of leisure practice that celebrate 
excess, physicality and the suspension of responsibility, as well as 
the way certain behaviours associated with youth went unregulated 
and unpunished. Briggs describes it as “a new permissiveness” and 
a “deregulation of risk”, a paradoxical mix of control and liberation 
whereby the use of drugs and drunkenness are presented as a rite of 
passage and industrially normalised (Briggs 2013). 

Youth ‘living for the weekend’ and risks practices in order to 
gain recognition from peers are not a new phenomenon; here the new 

11 There are more civic projects in Lisbon that try to develop local 
communities, rise political discussions and organize non-consumerist cultural 
practices, such as ‘Fábrica de alternativas’ in Algés or the ‘Associação Renovar 
a Mouraria’. In Tallinn, I fi nd that Ülase 12 vegan-anarchist dinners shares the 
same ambition, yet in a different scale.
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is the commodification of this experience by economic forces – the 
commercial celebration of excess and danger – and the recreational 
approach to it (Laviolette 2011). Western individuals manifest a par-
ticular predisposition for drinking, drug-taking and clubbing, which 
encompass a specific form of socialisation and culture. According to 
Briggs, this behaviour might be understood as unfreedom and confor-
mity, as a practice that distracts us from the real issue of our freedom 
(Briggs 2013). 

Likewise, everything seems to happen earlier and faster. For 
instance, in a recent study carried among 650 17-year-old girls, sci-
entists at the Russian Academy of Medical Sciences confirmed that 
females lose their virginity at a younger age than in the past. At 17, 
not a single virgin was found and 41% had already had their first 
sexual experience by the age of 15.12 These are ‘racing’ teenagers, 
bodies ‘in need’ not only because of their precocity, but also due to 
an intense exposure to ‘desire’ appeals. The extension of fast-food 
criteria to other social dimensions is today producing structurally 
busy citizens, simultaneously involved in heterogeneous events and 
constrained by deadlines. 

Due perhaps to a feeling of fragility, the current deregulation 
of social risk is ironically accompanied by an increasing obsession 
with physical fitness (a biopolitical creation of guilt)13 and safety (i.e. 
clean, predicted and low-damaging ways of losing the control). In 
late-modern societies, this is prompting a wide range of succeda-
neous services and items: cigarettes without tobacco, coffee without 
caffeine, beer without alcohol, sex without dirtiness. We can see it 
for example in the increasing popularity of virtual sex. In Japan doc-
tors begin to talk about the ‘celibacy syndrome’, since under-40s are 
loosing interest in sex because they see it as ‘farragous’ and ‘trou-

12 According to the deputy director of the institute, Liudmila Sukhareva, 
this is linked to an increase in gynecological problems. See http://izvestia.ru/
news/571437. 

13 An informal imposition of biopolitical orders through feelings of guilt, for 
instance manifested in the current correlation between the creation of the self 
and ‘lifestyle’ (cultural consumption).
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blesome’.14 Japanese-American author Roland Kelts writes that it is 
inevitable that the future of Japanese relationships will be largely 
technology driven.15 This is reminiscent of the recent Spike Jonze’s 
movie Her (2013), in which love is presented as personalised and vir-
tually experienced. The main character of the film, Theodore, falls in 
love with an entity that fulfils his need of love in spite of it not hav-
ing a body. Eventually, this is holy love – decontextualised, immedi-
ately available, capable of being turn on and off, designed for him, 
always ‘cool’ and young.

Le temps des cerises16

Intense communications, faster mobilities, highly mediated experi-
ences and overload of information produce a more accelerated soci-
ety, shape our personal pace and horizon, and condition human rela-
tions overall. We can see this for instance in the way we corner our 
time for retreat or in how information by itself provides less knowl-
edge, while the ability filter and decipher appear as more precious. 
Hartmut Rosa remarks that no matter how fast we become, the pro-
portion of the experiences we have continuously shrinks in the face 
of those missed, producing a society more vulnerable to depressions 
and burnouts as well as increasing the danger of falling behind (Rosa 
2013). 

Following Rosa (2013), social acceleration can be defined as 
an increase of action episodes per unit of time (p. 80). For instance, 

14 ‘Sekkusu shinai shokogun’ (Celibacy syndrome). See Haworth, Abigail 
2013. Why have young people in Japan stopped having sex? – The Guardian, 
20 October. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/oct/20/young-people-
japan-stopped-having-sex. 

15 See http://japanamerica.blogspot.com/. 

16 ‘The Time of Cherries’ refers to a song written in 1866 associated with the 
Paris Commune.
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we can analyse this process by measuring distance travelled, number 
of communicated messages, changes in intimate partners per year, 
number of items and technological innovations acquired and the 
time after which they become dysfunctional, obsolete (p. 65). This is 
also seen in the condensation and simultaneity of activities realised, 
because of the shortening of resting and of idle periods (i.e. we sleep 
less17) or through multitasking (p. 122). The problem comes when 
the speeding forces move so rapidly that they seem liberated from 
human control and not oriented towards any objective or horizon.18 
Eventually, this provokes a rapid disappearance of ways of living and 
of frames of meaning, making it harder to comprehend our personal 
experiences and our society, as well as to adapt to changes.

As Lefebvre’s ‘social production of space’ thesis questioned 
the primacy of quantitative spatial accounts (Lefebvre 1991; Martínez 
2014b), Barbara Adam expresses the interwoven and embedded 
dimension of time. Socially produced dynamics constitute ‘times-
capes’, which manifest both dominating rhythms and natural tem-
pos (1998).19 Speed has been identified as one of the main features 

17 The average duration of sleep has fallen around 30 minutes since 1970s 
and 2 hours from the 19th century. Garhammer, Manfred 1999. Wie Europäer 
ihre Zeit nutzen. Zeitstrukturen und Zeit Kulturen in Zeichen der Globalisierung. 
Berlin: Sigma (S. 378).

18 Rosa describes social multi-acceleration as the “new Leviathan”, since “pol-
itics run out of time” and the complexity of society and the decisions needed to 
govern it have become too fast for genuine democratic control. He distinguish-
es between: 1. Technological acceleration (technical processes that operate 
at a faster tempo than during earlier epochs; i.e. communication, process of 
information, production…). 2. Acceleration of social transformation (referring 
to the heightened pace of change in social activity, i.e. transportation, social 
networks, institutions…). 3. Acceleration of everyday life (a speedup occurring 
in many arenas of activity; i.e. shorter mealtimes, quicker talks, less sleep…). In 
his view, the three forms of social acceleration interact to generate a relatively 
autonomous feedback cycle, which is driven by structural forces and evidenced 
in new high-speed technologies (i.e. computers, smart-phones…), which 
lead to increased rates of social transformation, and cause an acceleration of 
everyday life.

19  In her book Timescapes of Modernity (1998), Barbara Adam conceptualises 
the social production of time with the term ‘timescapes’, which encapsulates 
time-space unities. Adam proposes to approach ‘rhythms’, ‘tempos’, ‘changes 
and contingencies’ through movement, interactions and environments. 
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of modern societies, whereby an extensive array of cultural motions 
enhance some mobilities while reinforcing some fixities. This is 
commonly measured through movement of people, ideas, items and 
capitals; elements that nonetheless rely on vectors such as trans-
port, people’s interactions, technologies and economy. Withal, 
social acceleration not only refers to a contraction of the present, 
but also a reduction of meaning, stability and personal experience. 
The paradox here is that it appears worse to be outside acceleration 
than subject to it, to the point that late-modern rapidity has created 
a new form of polarisation and hierarchy (Bauman 1998: 18).

Robert Hassan (2009) describes this shift as a transition 
from clock time to network time. Moreover, he claims that uncon-
trolled social acceleration might even put democracy at risk, since 
political consolidation, personal deliberation, civic engagement, 
cohesion, projects and actions require time. Hassan puts democracy 
in a temporalised context, offering seminal insights about the con-
nections between time and democracy, politics and digital capital-
ism, rhythms and social changes.20 We can even talk about a new 
social disciplining organised by uses of time. Globalisation shrinks 
distance, but also imposes a different temporal order and affects 
personal experiences. Indeed, it was not accidental that discourses 
of globalisation became hegemonic just when the Soviet Union (and 
Communist ideology) collapsed (Martínez 2014a). 

Discourses of transition, austerity and globalisation have 
erased critical horizons, setting the conditions for the resurfacing 
of nationalism and religion as substitutes for social concerns. These 
assumptions and the contraction of the present not only help to 
annihilate the welfare state but also the memory of it as well as the 

Timescapes can be recognised in traffi c jams and in the media, as well 
as in people’s sleeping and working schedule, eating habits and ways of 
communicating.

20 These questions were also tackled by William Scheuerman in 2004, who 
remarked that contemporary life runs too fast for liberal democratic politics, 
which was conceived in a much slower age. See Scheuerman, William 2004. 
Liberal Democracy and the Social Acceleration of Time. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins UP. 
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memory of the future. Otherwise, what explanations can be given to 
a generation that lives in worse conditions than their parents? How 
to justify the ‘working poor’ (Stenning et al. 2010) epidemic that 
appeared in Eastern Europe and today has extended to the south of 
the continent?

Many European youngsters have been forced not to expect 
much from jobs and entered into the precariat, a non-class that 
accepts as normal not knowing the employer (and fellow employees) 
and suffers a truncated status (Standing 2011: 6–8). As described by 
Guy Standing, this neologism also implies a lack of a secure work-
based identity, career-less jobs, short-time labour, intensification of 
physical mobility and loss of traditional social benefits (from both 
community and enterprise). The irony of Standing’s work is that he 
claims the need to adopt social measures because of the increas-
ing risk of revolts and riots among the precariat, before this group 
acquires class consciousness.

Tiring present

Young people make up the world’s most mobile group (UNDESA 
2011). Their movement across space is dynamic, culturally charged 
and fraught with expectations and challenges. However, uproot-
edness and historical un-grounding produce homesickness and 
helplessness – once you leave home there is no possible way back: 
“departure obliterates return” (Wood 2014). Contemporary citizens 
are compelled to travel, change and innovate to an ever seen inten-
sity and scale, which prompts the modern curse of homesickness and 
homelessness.21 Indeed, we have become foreigners, almost every-

21 As a consequence, modern communications favoured the increasing 
overfl ow of borders, accelerating passages through spaces (Fornäs 2002: 90). 
Border crossing is becoming less and less noticeable, as does departure and 
arrival. Fornäs, Johan 2002. ‘Passages across Thresholds: Into the Borderlands 
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where. Homeless technologies22 have increased personal loose-
ness, instead of helping to find ourselves (Eliot, du Gay 2009: xiv). 
Another paradox is that this mobility appears more physical than 
social (moving to take temporary jobs in education programs but not 
necessarily escalating in careers or welfare). Otherwise, travelling 
as disconnection inactivity is being increasingly organised – func-
tioning as an escape from everyday alienation rather than a learning 
experience. 

Contemporary subjectivity seems to rest on the paradoxical 
combination of excess and shortage. The need to constantly con-
struct middle points between dislimitation and precarity produces 
a feeling of permanent tiredness, a fatigue society (Han 2012). We 
can see it in the 24/7 cities, sites of an unprecedented combination 
of restlessness and exhaustion, characterised by relentless con-
sumption and information overload, inhabited by entrepreneurs of 
their own self. In these Postfordist cities new forms of biopolitics 
are being applied and any possibility of concealment, solidarity and 
un-timing is to be defended.

As one of the paradoxes of the General Law of Relativity, 
the faster we move the slower is the passing of time. Youth is often 
defined as a transitory period between childhood and adulthood, 
thus referring to potentiality and temporality. But what if the dis-
tance between present and future seems to be insurmountable? 
Which are the possible reactions when facing such a considerable 
gap? How far is this future? Asking a friend what his or her plan is for 
the summer has become a luxury question. Agreeing with Rosa, one 
of the main features of late-modern life is that people no longer plan 
along a continuum that stretches from past to future, but “decisions 

of Mediation. Convergence’. – The Journal of Research into New Media 
Technologies, 8, 4, 89–106.

22 Stephen Kern argues that all this originated in the late nineteenth century 
with the invention of ‘Homeless technologies’, such as the railway, telegraph, 
telephone, steamship… which produced a sense of being everywhere at once, 
expanding spatial horizons yet compressing time (Kern 2003: 130–131). Kern, 
Stephen 2003. The Culture of Time and Space, 1880–1918. Cambridge: Harvard 
UP.
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are taken from ‘time to time’ according to situational and contextual 
needs and desires” (2003: 19). 

Social acceleration is ironically producing a deceleration in 
the process of becoming adult, or even the cancelling of that possi-
bility. Walter Heinz remarks how biographical timetables today do 
not follow socially transmitted age-norms: “The borders between all 
phases of the life course have become fuzzy, the timing and duration 
of transitions between childhood, adolescence, youth, adulthood, 
and old age are less age-dependent and demand a series of individ-
ual decisions” (Heinz 2009: 3). There are too many transitions that 
young people must navigate, and “what may appear as the deliberate 
postponement of career and marriage commitments in fact reflects a 
realistic assessment of labour market uncertainties” (ibid.: 11). Car-
men Leccardi has also noticed how to a great extent, the idea of life 
plan has lost its meaning. Instead, we face specific futures, related 
to specific life dimensions and less connected by institutional times 
(2006). 

Emily Keightley presents it as a new ‘shared time’ based 
on a logic of simultaneity and immediacy, “not simply a sense of 
a quicker transfer of information, but a qualitatively new sense of 
distributed social experience” (2012: 7). Keightley has studied how 
time is decreasingly measured in terms of task duration, becom-
ing instead an abstract ordering. She gives the example of how the 
working day and week are not determined by the tasks undertaken 
but by the number of hours (ibid.: 6). In this collection, we call into 
question the social consequences of these processes, manifested for 
instance in new negotiations of public and private, in new forms of 
technologically mediated interactions and in the ordering qualities 
of time.23

23 In late-modernity, the ordering quality of time has gone deeper in its 
abstraction and further in its unpredictability. Contemporary youngsters 
don’t know exactly when are they going to have a job and for how long they 
will retain it, in addition to which the number of hours of work and the 
resting periods are ‘fl exible’. However, this fl exibility does not mean to give 
back time to workers, or to link it again to real tasks. Rather, it implies a 
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Moreover, contemporary Western societies are dominated 
by the fear of wasting time and obsessed with productivity, speed 
and newness (Ehn, Löfgren 2010: 5–6). The cult of productivity 
seems all-pervasive with discourses about the labour of learning, 
the labour of recovering from your work, and a bit of exercise ‘to 
make you more productive’ (Steven 2013). There is a certain fear of 
doing things without a purpose – of not being productive. This does 
not mean to abandon the notion of ‘productivity’ altogether, but to 
master the quantity of activity in order to recover the quality (ibid.). 
Multitasking has become a way of life, not only because of paying 
less attention to the activities we do (acting more mechanically in 
order to be more efficient), but also because of an inflation of high 
experiences that until recently demanded an extra effort to get and 
were, therefore, appreciated and tasted one by one. In this sense, 
multitasking means both production and consumption of experi-
ences simultaneously.

Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world 
history. But perhaps it is quite otherwise. Perhaps 
revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this 
train – namely, the human race – to activate the emergency 
brake. (Benjamin 2003: 402)

The emergency brake of Benjamin’s metaphor for revolution is not 
simply the stopping of a train, but an attempt to take control of the 
social rhythm and search for alternative directions. Indeed, what 
was previously seen as a luxury – speed – has turned it into an impo-
sition. Tim Cresswell asks, ‘who has the time and space to be slow 
by choice?’ and notices the emergence of a new ‘kinetic elite’ and a 
hierarchy of mobilities (2010: 23). As Cresswell remarks, class helps 
to avoid queues and “provides more space, nicer food, more toilets 
per person, massage, limousine service, media on line. Those at the 
back are cramped, uncomfortable, oxygen-starved and standing in 
line for the toilet” (ibid.: 25). Nevertheless, there is something worse 
than suffering acceleration – being excluded from it (for example, 

constant availability to the needs of the payer, exemplifi ed in the job regime of 
freelancers.
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unemployment). Furthermore, to decelerate is no longer a privilege 
available for a few, but a skill to cope with the excesses and abjec-
tions of late-modernity. To be still, to think what to say, to speak low 
has become a gesture of moderation that might open up new appre-
ciations of social relations (Büscher, Urry, Witchger 2010). 

Luxury, tourism and diverse forms of getting high provide 
doped feelings, creating the impression that life is located some-
where else, in the exception. Youth is particularly captured in a 
structure of non-waiting. Within this hyper-active way of life, wait-
ing and expecting have become a source of anxiety, producing feel-
ings of powerlessness and vulnerability. As faster life gets, more is 
the need to learn how to wait and decelerate. Toby Bennett creates 
a thought provoking metaphor by comparing high capitalism with 
drinking coffee: they are addictive and energising – but too much of 
it and the crash is inescapable.24 

The cult of speed makes us believe that we do not work 
enough, increasingly generating cases of ‘burn out’. In Western soci-
eties, situational answers to master precarity and social acceleration 
extend. These new practices, such as urban gardening, slow food, 
meditation (yoga, tai-chi, qigong...) and even biking are a sensual 
retreat from the harshness, relentless and deceit of the contempo-
rary world. For instance, Tobi likes to make pottery in his free time. 
He’s now teaching his friend David, who recently became interested 
in multiple activities to slow down his life pace. “First try to find 
the centre, David, or an approximate centre”, instructs Tobi in the 
shop-atelier ‘Feuerzeug Keramik’ (Mariannenstrasse 48). He rents all 
the material and tools from Cordula, who has found in the increasing 
‘amateur’ demand a valuable income of money to the shop.

Rather than escapism, Tobi finds in pottery a way of expand-
ing his life. He enjoys his job but praises a “deeper human need for 
diversity”. He raises his head and then looks at me: “it’s not just 
about time, but also about the way we are ‘in’ or ‘off’, how we follow 

24 Bennett, Toby 2014. ‘Caffeinated capitalism’. – The Social Factory. Blog 
http://thecmcisocialfactory.wordpress.com/2014/05/15/caffeinated-capitalism/.



35

Francisco Martínez Hopeless, Helpless and Holy Youth

patterns of labour, technologies, innovation… without being left 
aside”. Tobi and David met in their job place. They were working for 
the same company, an agency dealing with renewable energies and 
environmental issues. Ironically, this company tries to construct a 
better world and for that it has to be highly competitive. 

“Life was harder for former generations, just think about 
the time they dedicated to wash clothes. So lets not dramatise... 
also acknowledge that young generations are more informed of the 
consequences of fast food… But there was never as good and bad as 
now, life was never as radical as now… for instance traffic is one of 
our tragedies”, claims Tobi meanwhile introducing his finger into a 
chunk of mud. Pottery requires its own tempo. What they are pro-
ducing now with their hands needs ten days for drying and pit firing. 
This process cannot be accelerated it in any form, so only after that 
period they can see the final result of their work. 

David has become also interested in urban gardening. In his 
point of view, there are several explanations for the increasing pop-
ularity of this practice in Berlin, such as the idea of cultivation, a 
desire of friendship, a need to raise something and be recognised, 
to work with other people, to feel a primitive connection with our 
ancestors and to appreciate the cycles of the Earth and be aware 
of the seasons. David explains that “For some people it becomes a 
sort of community… yet for me it’s more a way to get my fingers 
dirty, do something pleasant and get out from the computer”. He 
suffered a so-called ‘burn out’ after a couple of years working and 
travelling intensively. Since then he has changed many of his hab-
its, often leaves the phone at home and even began to walk v-e-r-y 
slowly. “Still I get impatient when seeing the time an onion takes to 
grow”, he says when walking in his piece of garden (Martínez 2014a: 
167–169).
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Our last summer of youth

From its very beginning, modernity praises youth, speed and change; 
late-modernity the same, yet in an excessive way and without clean 
images of the future. In short, there is nothing wrong with youth as 
such, but with late-modernity. Young people generate their own tac-
tics, buffers and solidarities to cope with the abjections of our world 
(i.e. incertitude, dispossession and immediacy). In this volume, we 
provide a vivid example of these concerns by putting together per-
sonal insights and academic articles. The book is itself a précis of its 
time (soon an archaeological piece), encapsulating the risks, trou-
bles and fascinations whereby many of us are immersed. 

Both editors have traversed the terrain of youth before 
intending to map it. However, this does not make them more mature 
or experienced; as said by Witold Gombrowicz (1969), with the pass of 
the years, with the gradual development of tricks, rituals and masks, 
people progress in inexperience. Experience just makes it easier to 
recognising our mistakes and provides a wider time perspective. It 
cannot be otherwise, since every day is unequivocally different than 
all the previously lived.

We tried to compensate this by inviting contributors with a 
varied age composition. Moreover, we try to show and learn from 
youth practices, here approached in a horizontal way, including first-
hand knowledge and exploring what youth can teach us. And cer-
tainly they do, for instance through multi-lingual communications, 
short-term planning and experiments with limits and limitations. 
For the completion of this volume, we include different cross-disci-
plinary contributors invited to examine youth practices and regimes 
of knowledge. We give account of locally circumscribed practices and 
prioritise empirical descriptions and evocative reflections instead of 
over-conclusive texts. Overall, the trans-disciplinary and trans-gen-
erational artefact that is in your hands claims for communication, 
open-endedness and attention to cultural trajectories when study-
ing young people’s practices, perhaps at the expense of academic 
rigour. 
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The Southbank 
Controversy: 

Skateboarding and 
Urban Youth in London

When the architectural complex of the Hayward Gallery, Queen 
Elizabeth Hall and Purcell Room in central London – what is now 
sometimes called the Festival Wing at the north end of the arts-fo-
cused Southbank Centre – was first dreamt up in the early 1960s, 
the architects were a team at the London County Council (later 
Greater London Council) lead by the Sir Hubert Bennett and Nor-
man Engleback, but also including the much younger Ron Herron, 
Warren Chalk and Dennis Crompton. 

Significantly, the last three belonged to the radical archi-
tecture group Archigram, who had all kinds of innovative ideas 
about architecture and cities. Above all, Archigram believed in 
modern architecture as an exciting part of how people lived their 
lives. For Archigram, this was not architecture as sterile glass-
and-steel office buildings, as dreary Welfare State hospitals and 
schools designed by faceless committees, but as something full 
of the mobile, changing, popular and dynamic culture of groovy 
sixties life. This architecture was to be exhilarating and multi-co-
loured, made of buildings which walked around on stilts, which 
transformed into different shapes and functions, which you could 
wear on your body, which plugged into you and you into it. It was 

Iain Borden
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architecture as part of living, breathing, happening urban life, and 
it was meant to be open to everyone. It was the architecture of the 
lively, the colourful, the creative and the young.

It was Archigram's ideas, therefore, which lead to the 
meandering high-level walkways and open-sided ground-level 
spaces (‘Undercroft’) of the Festival Wing buildings. In particular, 
and importantly for skateboarding, there was a strong suggestion 
that some spaces should not be overtly prescribed for particu-
lar people or activities, but rather be left open for unpredictable 
and unknown uses. As Adrian Forty comments in a video about 
the Festival Wing, this was ‘a great idea’ – thinking of architec-
ture as being ‘populated with all sorts of activities’ and that ‘things 
that people cannot anticipate’ will ‘happen around the building’.1 

And so when the Festival Wing eventually opened in 1968, the 
architects quite deliberately had no idea about who would use the 
Undercroft and in what ways. 

Consequently, when the youthful activity of skateboarding 
came along in the mid-1970s, it fulfilled this architectural promise 
intended by the Archigram designers, providing exactly the sort 
of unexpected eruption of creativity for which these architects had 
hoped. Central here is the idea that skateboarders were able to 
rethink architecture, to re-imagine it for purposes of their own, 
at once in keeping with and quite different to anything which the 
architects had predicted. So where the designers had produced 
flat spaces interrupted by a series of surprisingly and appar-
ently uselessly-angled banks, and perhaps considered that these 
spaces might be occupied by markets or even temporary arts stu-
dios, the skateboarders saw these very same slopes as providing 
a freely accessible version of the commercial skateparks which 
were then being constructed in London and across the world. 
The roof of the Undercroft was another great attraction, allowing 
skateboarders to enjoy their movements relatively sheltered from 
Britain's inclement weather. Here, under the protective ceiling, up 

1 "The Festival Wing," video on wwwthefestivalwing.com (dir. Clare Hughes 
for the Southbank Centre, 2013).
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and down the angled banks, and in between the curious Dor-
ic-mushroom columns, the skateboarders freely emulated the 
Californian and Floridian surf-style skateboarding that was then 
being favoured in specialist magazines like Skateboard! in the UK 
and Skateboarder in the USA.

As this suggests, this is much more than the history of 
a building as concrete structure, and is also the history of what 
people – and particularly young people – have done there. As 
philosopher Henri Lefebvre has argued, architectural and urban 
space is made up the physical places we use (in this case the Fes-
tival Wing’s Brutalist concrete and spaces), the conscious ideas 
we have of buildings (such as the architects’ designs), and also 
people’s actual experiences of buildings. (Lefebvre 1991) In addi-
tion, as Lefebvre also argues, people’s everyday lives are the most 
important part of our cities and histories – what we do with our 
bodies, who we talk to, how we love, think and feel, what we truly 
enjoy and value.

2

And so skateboarding is also absolutely part of the South-
bank Centre, not as a history of architecture as a static monu-
ment, nor as a great architectural invention, nor as a symbol of the 
national Festival of Britain which took place earlier on this exten-
sive site, but as a place where people – skateboarders – have 
done something with their bodies and have created something 
quite extraordinary as dynamic expression of youthful energy and 
joy. 

Nor has skateboarding been a short-lived moment in the 
Southbank Centre. Rather, skateboarding has now been in the 
Undercroft and other spaces there for nigh on forty years, mak-
ing it one of the oldest places in the world which has been sub-
jected to skateboarding continuously and intensively throughout 
this period.

2 See, for example, Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World 
(London: Continuum, 2002); and Henri Lefebvre, Introduction to Modernity: 
Twelve Preludes September 1959 – May 1961 (London: Verso, 1995).

Iain Borden The Southbank Controversy: 
Skateboarding and Urban Youth in London
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Just how focused skateboarding usage has been is par-
ticularly evident during the 1980s and 1990s. In these years, after 
many skateparks closed at the end of the 1970s, skateboarding 
became more street-based with skateboarders ollieing (stamping 
the tail of the skateboard down on to the ground, and so making 
it pop up into the air) up on to the ledges, benches, handrails 
and other paraphernalia of everyday city streets. The Undercroft 
changed too, becoming less like a free skatepark and more like an 
urban street, somewhere appropriated by skateboarders for their 
own pleasures. It changed again in 2004, when the first skate-
able concrete blocks were added by Richard ‘Badger’ Holland and 
the skateboard-arts group The Side Effects of Urethane, quickly 
followed by niceties such as lighting, CCTV and a benign police 
presence to reduce petty crime. Railings and yellow lines helped 
demarcate a skateboardable space for which the Southbank Cen-
tre could take out liability insurance, and so could legally allow 
skateboarding to occur. Murals and graffiti also started to arrive, 
marking the Undercroft as a centre for various youthful urban arts, 
and not just for skateboarding.

As a result of all this, the Undercroft has achieved near 
mythic status as the epicentre of UK skateboarding, where thou-
sands have learned their craft, from novices to professionals, and 
from hardcore locals to occasional visitors. The Undercroft, then, 
lays claim to being UK skateboarding’s most precious home, its 
original Garden of Eden, its mother ship, its oldest sparring part-
ner and its most famous Wembley arena, all rolled into one. It 
is also a place of pilgrimage for skateboarders globally, coming 
long distances to roll across one of skateboarding’s most hallowed 
grounds. If there were to be just one heritage Blue Plaque put up 
to skateboarding it would surely go here, while, in a more digital 
form of recognition, the Undercroft has been included as a loca-
tion in the ‘Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 4’ video game (2002).

But this is never a matter purely of heritage or digital rep-
resentation, in which case a simple museum, book or documen-
tary could stand in for skateboarding at the Festival Wing. Instead, 
the real value of skateboarding lies not in visual records or words 
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(like these), but in the act of skateboarding itself, when someone 
does that simple thing and stands on a skateboard to express 
themselves in motion. This movement also takes its meaning from 
its architectural context – and in the Undercroft, for example, we 
find an extraordinary collision of Brutalist architecture and youthful 
bodies, where dark concrete, rough textures and echoing acous-
tics meet splashes of colour, sudden adrenaline and the rasping, 
grinding, sliding sound of skateboards. These contrasts suggest 
all kinds of things, not least that the arts are far more than paint-
ing and sculpture, that noises as well as music are parts of urban 
soundscapes, that everyone has a right to public space and be 
creative within it, that we should not have to pay for a coffee or 
buy something for every moment we exist outside our homes, 
that great architecture can encourage unusual and surprising 
activities, and that people can become urban citizens in a myriad 
of different ways. Under the belly of the beast, these juxtaposi-
tions create amazing lived-in architecture, produce dynamic city 
spaces, and so meet the theories of Lefebvre and Archigram all 
at once. 

All of this means that the 2013–2014 proposals to move 
the main focus of skateboarding from its Undercroft location to a 
different one on the Southbank Centre site – 125 m south along 
the River Thames to a similarly sized 1,200 m2 area underneath 
the Hungerford Bridge – have proved highly controversial. On the 
plus side, the new project as designed by Søren Enevoldsen of 
SNE Architects (and responding to a brief set by myself, Richard 
Holland and the Southbank Centre) would be technically better 
to skate, larger than the old space and possibly more attractive 
to a wider range of skaters (ages, abilities, expertise) than the old 
space. More challenging are the qualitative aspects which this 
new project also seeks to fulfil. This new skate spot would need 
to be at once everyday and purposeful, subtle and enticing, dark 
and colourful, moody and seductive, noisily resonant and punctu-
ated with moments of silence; it would need to be a great place to 
skateboard with ledges, banks, rails and steps – just as does the 
existing Undercroft – but, above all, it must avoid the character of 
an overtly-designed skatepark or skateplaza. It cannot be offered 

Iain Borden The Southbank Controversy: 
Skateboarding and Urban Youth in London
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up as fully-sanctioned skateboarding-only facility complete with 
fees, fences and rules, but must be a freely-open space, shared 
by all, but one which skateboarders can appropriate and localize, 
and so help to create a vibrant public space in the full sense of 
that term. On the negative side, no matter how good and vibrant 
the new project might be, there is the risk of destroying the her-
itage value of the old space, of upsetting the existing status quo 
of the local skaters, and of giving the impression (if not perhaps 
the reality) that the Southbank Centre is somehow trying to con-
trol or marginalise skateboarding as a youthful, spontaneous or 
ground-up activity.

This is not place to go in to all of the political details and 
debates around these considerations – not least because, at the 
time of writing, the situation is still unfolding and the final out-
come is far from clear. What is certain, however, is that the – “Long 
Live Southbank” campaign to keep skateboarding at the original 
Undercroft location has proven to be extraordinarily successful 
in gathering a great deal of public support (over 75,000 petition 
signatures and 27,286 planning application objections) as well as 
political backing (including the Mayor of London, Boris Johnson). 
Legal applications to have the Undercroft designated as an “Asset 
of Community Value” under the Localism Act 2011 and to be pro-
tected as a Town & Village Green” under the Commons Act 2006 
are also currently in various stages of application, challenge and 
ratification. Whatever the final decision on where exactly skate-
boarding will be focused on the Southbank, the most import-
ant thing is that youthful protest, engagement and activism has 
helped to secure the long-term future of skateboarding on the 
site – no longer will it suffer (as it did during the 1980s and 1990s) 
under the threat of being banned or eradicated, and skaters can 
at least be sure that skateboarding (and other urban arts) are now 
taken as an important feature of the arts scene.

Another highly significant aspect of the controversy has 
been the degree to which members of the general public have 
rallied behind the skateboarders, particularly when they perceive 
that open public space is being encroached by commercialism, 
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retail and narrow definitions of urban culture. It is worth remem-
bering, then, why so many non-skateboarders – and not just 
skateboarders themselves – also come to the Festival Wing and 
Undercroft. People from all over London, UK and wider world 
enjoy seeing the Undercroft's unique combination of skateboard-
ing-against-concrete and walls of graffiti, and witnessing a truly 
public space in action. This is important stuff, and in many ways 
transcends the immediate needs of skateboarding to speak to 
a larger question as to the kinds of public spaces we desire in 
cities today. Above all, skateboarding at the Southbank Centre – 
whether at the Festival Wing, Undercroft, Hungerford Bridge or 
any other of its spaces – suggests that public spaces can be so 
much richer than typical shopping malls or high streets. It sug-
gests that different people doing different things perceive, use 
and enjoy architecture and city spaces in different ways, It sug-
gests that, in turn, we would like our city spaces to be similarly 
different and varied, at once loud and quiet, rough and smooth, 
colourful and monochrome, flat and angled. And, above all, it 
suggests that we most enjoy cities and buildings when they both 
comfort and challenge us, when we feel we can be relaxed and 
excited, when they indeed provide us with things which we cannot 
anticipate. Skateboarding is but one small part of this process, but 
it is a very important one.

See illustrations on pages 449–452. 
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In the last decade the figure of the ‘chav’ has become a widely 
spread a label of class contempt typically applied on white British 
working-class youths appropriating certain markers of style and 
dress, including hooded tops, tracksuits, trainers, baseball caps, 
designer brands and jewellery. Since its emergence the term has 
become well institutionalised into British discourse (see le Grand 
2013; Hayward, Yar 2006). Common images are of chavs as lazy, 
unemployed welfare cheats who live off ‘us’ respectable citizens. 
Their tastes and lifestyles are coded as tacky and vulgar. Male 
chavs are often associated with violence and petty crime, such as 
football hooliganism, vandalism, assaults and muggings. Female 
chavs are conceived as ‘slutty’ and often portrayed as single teen-
age mothers (Tyler 2008). Moreover, the chav discourse is spa-
tialised. Chavs are portrayed as congregating in gangs in pub-
lic spaces and harassing bystanders. And they are said to live in 
deprived areas, often council estates.

But although the stereotypes circulated around chavs are 
fairly recent, the term has been used in South East England since 
at least the 1970s (le Grand 2010). In addition, the phenomenon of 
young white working-class people who wear streetwear and are 
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denigrated by others has existed since at least the 1990s in locali-
ties all over Britain and been given names such as charver (New-
castle), kev (London and Bristol), ned (Glasgow), scally (Liverpool) 
and yarco (East Anglia) (Hayward, Yar 2006). With the wide circu-
lation of the chav discourse the term has subsequently become 
an umbrella term used on youths all over Britain appropriating 
markers of taste such as streetwear clothing. 

The spatialised character of the chav phenomenon means 
that certain places that are associated with chavs have become 
stereotyped as ‘chav towns’ (le Grand 2010; Gidley, Rooke 2010). 
One such place is ‘Satellite Town’,1 a deprived and isolated white 
working-class area located on the suburban periphery of South 
London. I conducted long-term ethnographic research in the 
area. I lived there for five months and worked at the two youth 
clubs in the area, on and off from November 2007 to Decem-
ber 2008. In newspapers and on websites Satellite Town and its 
residents are frequently portrayed in morally denigrating ways. 
Stereotypical images circulate of the area as a ‘chav central’ full 
of violent people, teenage mothers, loutish kids, dole scroungers 
and criminality. Moreover, prevalent practices of style and dress 
in the area, that I argue to be aspects of a local style, served to 
position residents in the chav discourse. Elements of the local style 
or fashion included certain kinds of hairstyles, forms of jewellery, 
brands and types of streetwear clothing. 

Residents’ understandings of Satellite Town was ambiva-
lent. On the one hand there was a sense of familiarity and conviv-
iality among people. The notion that ‘everyone knows everyone’ 
was repeated to me during fieldwork. But the inclusive aspect of 
sociality among residents in Satellite Town was also coupled with 
drawing boundaries against outsiders. I was told that in some 
public places and contexts people are hostile against strangers. 
Moreover, despite the positive sense of community among resi-
dents, some of the young people appropriated negative images 

1 All names of individuals and places have been anonymised.
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of the area such as those circulating in public discourse, including 
muggings and violence. Most of the young people claimed to feel 
safe, however, as they knew ‘everyone’ in the area. But a dramatic 
event occurred during one evening in one of the youth clubs when 
two boys, clearly shaken, told of how they had been mugged the 
night before on their way home from a friend’s place.

During my time in Satellite Town, it also became clear that 
the area was not only demonised in media representations as 
‘chav central’, but that young people associated their hometown 
with chavs as well. Whilst doing fieldwork at one of the youth clubs, 
I carried out a number of photo elicitation interviews with young 
people. One picture I showed the young respondents depicts 
a rather mundane scene of a young woman in a pink tracksuit, 
trainers, hair in ponytail, big hoop earrings and jewellery, who is 
sitting in a bus stop while smoking and holding a mobile phone to 
her ear. The woman is embodying a style of appearance which in 
Britain has become associated with ‘chavettes’ or female chavs.

See illustrations on pages 453–454. 

When I showed Dan the picture, he described the woman as ‘a 
typical Satellite Town girl… how most of Satellite Town girls are’. 
He later said that she looked like a girl he knew in the neighbour-
hood. Tommy thought she wore ‘nice, sexy stuff for a chick’. While 
Tommy clearly found her attractive most other young people 
identified the woman as a chav and described her in denigratory 
terms, such as dressing as a ‘slag’ and lacking in style and taste. I 
got similar reactions when I showed the young people a picture of 
a group of young streetwear clad men sitting in public space – a 
common visual representation of a male chav gang. Aaron, for 
instance, described the boys as chavs and called them ‘losers’. 
Pointing at one of the boys in the picture he added: ‘That guy, he 
looks like he’s twenty, and he’s hanging ‘round on the street’. 
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Yet, although Aaron constructed moral boundaries against 
chavs, two of his friends, Katie and Mark, identified him as one. 
Katie was present, but mostly listening in the background, while I 
interviewed Aaron. Later, when I interviewed her on her own, she 
said about the boys in the picture: ‘Aaron can call them losers, but 
he used to be like that. We all used to sit on the street because 
there’s nothing else to do’. What Katie is saying is that she, Aaron 
and their friends used to hang around in public space just like the 
boys in the picture whom Aaron called chavs and losers. Later in 
the interview she also pointed out that Aaron with his ‘tracksuits 
and big jewellery’ dresses in a ‘chavy’ way. To Katie, then, Aaron 
had more in common with the boys than he would like to admit. 

Given the negative connotations of the chav discourse, 
none of the young people I talked to identified with chavs. Instead 
they drew strong moral and aesthetic boundaries against the 
term and applied it to others. I was told that ‘some people’ in 
Satellite Town may identify with the label to ‘show off’ or because 
they were ‘proud’ to be called chavs, though during the year I 
spent there, I never met anyone who did. 

Disassociating with chavs, however, was not always 
straightforward. Some markers of taste that respondents referred 
to when identifying chavs were, as mentioned earlier, also part 
of the local style and embedded in the aesthetic values in Sat-
ellite Town. Thus, as many young people wore a clothing style 
that risked positioning them in the chav discourse, the bound-
aries between ‘normal’ and ‘chavy’ where sometimes drawn in 
finely tuned ways. One example was when I showed Abby and 
Annie the picture of the group of young men in public space. The 
girls said that the boys in the picture looked ‘cheap’ and ‘chavy’ in 
their tracksuits, baseball cap and trainers. But then Annie acknowl-
edged that she sometimes wore such clothing as well. I asked her 
how it was that the boys’ but not her way of dressing was chavy. 
Abby and Annie explained that the boys dressed in a chavy way 
because they mixed clothes of different labels,  whereas the girls 
stuck with one brand in their entire outfit, which was the fashion-
able way of dressing. Thus although wearing a clothing style very 
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similar to the boys in the picture, the girls managed to distinguish 
themselves from chavs. 

The most powerful way in which the chav discourse posi-
tioned local working-class practices in Satellite Town I found when 
I interviewed the young people about tattoos. Les Back (2007) 
argues that the practice of tattooing the name or symbol of a 
loved one is deeply rooted in British white working-class culture. 
Several of the young people in Satellite Town expressed a desire to 
get such tattoos of their family members when they turned 18, the 
legal age in Britain. This was also the case for Katie who wanted 
to tattoo the name of her mother. But at the same time she had 
also learned that tattooing the name of someone was considered 
chavy. To resolve this problem, she decided to have her moth-
er’s name tattooed in Hebrew instead of English. In this way, Katie 
managed to avoid being positioned in the chav category while still 
be able to inscribe the name of her beloved mother onto the skin. 
Again, we can see how the boundaries between chavy and non-
chavy are negotiated by using minute distinctions.

In conclusion, the young people’s conflicting relationship 
to the chav discourse evidences a certain symbolic power of the 
latter in positioning individuals and shaping their identities. The 
local style or fashion bound up with the figure of the chav was 
rooted in the wider working-class culture of the area. Thus, even 
if the young people disassociated with chavs, they might still be 
positioned in the codes and narratives constructed around the 
term. As a consequence, it was much easier for the respondents 
to distance themselves from the chav label on a discursive level, 
than on the level of social practices, including their tastes and life-
styles. This proximity to ‘chavy’ practices could cause tensions for 
the respondents when they negotiated their identities, as it some-
times entailed identifying with markers of taste associated with 
chavs while simultaneously disidentifying with the term. This sug-
gests that the respondents could not simply choose their identities 
since they were structured by class and constructed in relation to 
the categorizations made by others.

•
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Skateboarding truly is the comeback kid of youth cultures. It has 
experienced 3 periods of extreme popularity, followed by equally 
strong dives, since it was first introduced in the 1950s in Califor-
nia. With its heavy presence in pop culture and strong influence 
over different genres of art, skateboarding has been a cultivat-
ing force for music, cinema, fine art, graphic design and fashion, 
managing to inspire a culture of its own. In spite of all evidence 
supporting its substantial identity, it has been labelled a fad sev-
eral times throughout its history. Rarely has it been taken seriously 
as an independent culture. Skateboarding is even filed under the 
category of ‘trend sports’ in the library of the German Archive of 
Youth Cultures in Berlin.

Since the early 90s, which marked the fourth comeback 
of skateboarding, the culture has undergone a massive image 
change from its early public association with punks, slackers and 
drug dealers, to becoming a staple within social mainstreams, 
complete with coached athletes, million dollar sponsorships and 
worldwide television events. 

Considering its long history, it is now highly question-
able if skateboarding can even still be labelled a ‘youth culture’. 

Youth Culture
No More

Thomas Mader
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Additionally, it seems important to ask who holds the power to 
brand a given culture as ‘youth culture’. During times of low pop-
ularity, many professional skateboarding companies went out of 
business, the media lost interest and it was only a small number of 
hardcore skaters that kept the culture alive. They continued pro-
ducing and controlling their equipment, communication channels 
and public platforms, mainly through DIY tactics and techniques.

For those who have been active skaters for years, some-
times decades, skateboarding has long outgrown its classifica-
tion as ‘youth culture’ and many are worried about the ongo-
ing changes to skateboarding, a phenomenon that was never 
intended to be labelled a ‘sport’ and always took pride in its inde-
pendence and creativity. 

Since the beginning of big marketing, youth has always 
been a highly marketable attribute. It made sense, therefore, to 
re-label skateboarding as a youth culture after each public come-
back in order to create the most powerful impact possible on 
mainstream consumerism. 

In the International Skateboarding Federation’s Olympic 
Pitch video1 the narrator proclaims: 

Like other modern day sports, skateboarding began 
as casual recreation […] an entire culture was born 
from skateboarding and a 6 billion dollar industry is 
evidence that it is not just a fad, it is in fact a lifestyle 
and has grown to the attention of today’s top athletic 
brands. The future seems clear. These are the sports 
that define cool. Today’s youth are progressing the 
sport faster than ever.

In less than two minutes, the video reveals how outside 
forces shaped by economic interests label a phenomenon a 

1 The video has been removed from the ISF’s YouTube channel after much 
mockery in the skateboarding press but can still be found on Vimeo.
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culture – more precisely a ‘youth culture’ – in order to pursue 
their financial goals. 

Now, skateboarding is no longer casual. It has grown from 
a culture to an industry that is mostly marketed to the youth. West-
ern youth now have more money than ever at their disposal and 
youth culture, with the exception of DIY subculture, is oftentimes 
associated with consumerism. Many youth cultures rely heavily on 
certain cultural symbols, expressed especially through clothing, in 
order to brand themselves as belonging to whatever subculture 
they are a part of. Skateboarding is no exception to this – in fact, it 
is very much focused on companies and brands.

Simultaneous to this development, we can now, for the 
first time in skateboarding history, witness the phenomenon that a 
large group of skateboarders over the age of 30 still regularly pur-
sue their hobby. When Jim Muir founded the Old Men Skateboard 
Association in 1987, he wanted to make an ironic statement on 
the change of styles from transition skating to street skating within 
the skateboard community. Nowadays old school and new school 
styles of skating have merged and skaters of different generations 
and walks of life can be found skating together in the same spots. 
Not only sharing their hobby, but also their experiences, interests, 
skills and attitudes of all sorts. 

In his book Homo Ludens (1938), which translates to ‘play-
ing man’, Dutch cultural theorist Johan Huizinga argues that play is 
a necessary tool for the creation of culture. This means that every 
culture also needs to preserve the element of play in order to 
keep existing as a true culture, not just as a business camouflaged 
as culture.

Since the boundaries of adulthood are becoming increas-
ingly flexible, there is no longer a certain point in time from which 
play, despite its connotations of childhood, is unacceptable. It 
seems that, as skateboarders get older, there is less emphasis on 
brand names than in their youth, when they had to define them-
selves as pertaining to a certain youth subculture. Now they mostly 
skate for the sake of skating, and so have become the epitome of 
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what Huizinga means when he writes: “Play is connected with no 
material interest, and no profit can be gained from it.”

This expansion of skateboarding culture, from a single 
generation to several generations of active skaters, and a lifelong 
appreciation of play, holds the potential to not only mature the 
perception of this so called ‘youth culture’ to a full grown culture, 
but to also replace its consumerist elements with more communi-
ty-oriented values. Younger skaters can benefit from older skat-
er’s practical and intellectual knowledge and social skills. They can 
learn to understand that the true birthplace of culture is whenever 
a group of people with similar interests comes together and that 
this culture can overcome social and age-oriented boundaries 
and might ultimately even defy consumerist temptations. 

See illustrations on pages 455–457. 

•

For more information
http://www.londonskateparks.co.uk/

skateparks/southbank/ 
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The picture associated with this piece is neither particularly beau-
tiful nor does it immortalise anything unique or peculiar. Actually, 
I have deliberately chosen one of the less significant photos I took 
that Friday night in that popular club in Prague. It is indeed in 
its lack of significance that its representativeness lies, in it being 
an ordinary image showing a non-ordinary social occurrence, in it 
being “exceptionally normal”, to use a thought-provoking oxymo-
ron coined by an Italian social historian (actually with regards to a 
completely different matter).

See the illustration on page 458.

‘Clubbing’ – sometimes also called ‘club (sub)culture’ – can be 
minimally defined as the habit of young and not-so-young peo-
ple (mainly between their 20s and 40s, with core-clubbers being 
typically aged 25 to 35) spending their nights dancing, normally 
during liminal periods (eves, festivities, weekends, and holidays) 
and in specialised places in which electronic dance music is played 

‘Clubbing’: 
The Nocturnal Lymph 

That Flows in the Urban 
Veins of Europe

Alessandro Testa
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by professional DJs. Although genetically affiliated to older disco 
music and discothèques (in the 70s and 80s), clubbing is a more 
sophisticated, less innocent, and relatively recent phenomenon 
that was born in the second half of the eighties, developed in the 
nineties, and has exploded in the last 15 years.

Literature about clubbing has grown richer in the last few 
years. In this very short paper there is obviously no space for ref-
erences, with one exception: an article that I wrote four years ago 
and which is worth citing here (Testa 2011). It represents the first 
outcome of my intellectual curiosity in this phenomenon. I think 
that many assumptions and conclusions presented in that piece 
are still valid and useful for further reflection and theorisation, 
whereas others would certainly need to be revised and rectified. 
In particular, I have never undertaken a proper (i.e. customary) 
ethnographic fieldwork, though I do lay the foundations of my 
considerations on participant observation. I have participated and 
observed social and cultural realities of European clubbing over a 
time span of about five years, before, during and after the writing 
of my cited piece, coming to the conclusion that clubbing is an 
object of study which willingly lends itself to being conceptualised 
through unsystematic observations and interpretations, intuitions, 
and other methodologically incorrect stratagems.

The characteristic features of clubbing, this more-or-less-
youthful ‘(sub)culture’, are diverse. The basic one is a genuine pas-
sion for dancing to electronic dance music for hours, often under 
the effect of psychotropic substances like alcohol and drugs. From 
a pan-European comparative perspective, it appears evident that 
there are no significant differences, in practice, between different 
European contexts (although the mediatisation and the broader 
social perception of this activity can vary significantly from one 
place or one nation to another). In addition, it is evident that it is 
mainly an urban phenomenon, with few exceptions related mainly 
with summer clubbing. Within urban contexts, it is preferably 
localised at peripheries, subterranean or borderline places (base-
ments, tunnels, shores), and re-functionalised or decadent indus-
trial settings (old plants, abandoned warehouses, and the like). 



62

Hopeless Youth!

The transregional and transnational mobility of clubbers is very 
significant in order to attend special events featuring important 
DJs. This last feature also constitutes proof of the pan-European 
range of clubbing and an important element in the construction of 
a sense of belonging to a ‘community’ amongst clubbers.

Shared sentiments of participation and belonging also 
come with another specific modality of agency: clubbers usu-
ally describe the practice of clubbing as emotionally and physi-
cally demanding, and essentially related to pleasure, above and 
beyond mere fun. The individual merges with the collective, it is 
said, determining a sense of pleasant togetherness; daily com-
mon concerns vanish, blown away by deep and loud streams 
of music. Moreover, music is not only danced to in clubs. Often 
pretty sophisticated and frequently listened to privately (outside 
the clubs), electronic dance music – or better said, its sub-genres 
of house, techno, trance, and others – is cited as one of the main 
interests of clubbers, who associate electro music with a certain 
expertise, taste in music, and exclusivity. Clubbers also tend to 
describe the experience of clubbing as more enjoyable, gratify-
ing, and meaningful that that of other dance music genres (disco 
music, funk, soul, pop, hip-hop, and others). Disco clubs and bars 
offering those genres are generally evaluated negatively as petty, 
and the music played there dismissed as easy-listening, mean-
ingless, and ‘commercial’ (that is: shallow music produced for the 
sole sake of making money); this also goes along with a general 
assessment of the public attending discos (cheap music for cheap 
people). Clubbers consider clubbing a profound, engaging, and 
intense activity, whereas disco music is considered hollow, trivial, 
and merely cheerful.

Sometime called an ‘underground (or ‘sub’) culture’, club-
bing can on the contrary be a rather popular – if not a mass – 
activity. However, it can be underground at least literally: a social 
habit which prefers to manifest itself as a chthonic explosion of 
sounds, sweat and vibrations, a uterine expression of unchained 
life which longs to remain concealed, buried, in the entrails of the 
cities, or within the skeletal ribs of a ruined factory, or even, like 



63

‘Clubbing’: The Nocturnal Lymph That Flows in 
the Urban Veins of Europe

Alessandro Testa

in the Czech case presented in the picture, in the belly of a boat. 
This is obviously related to it being almost exclusively a noctur-
nal practice: it cannot happen without stroboscopic lights, and the 
natural light of the dawn typically calls it a night. If ordinary life can 
be exemplified by the habit of waking up early in the morning, 
fresh and sound, in order to go to work, clubbing represents its 
(functional?) negation, its structural antithesis, its nemesis. As such, 
it also disrupts the normal boundaries and conventions between 
people, messing up the usual behavioural patterns between 
classes, genders, languages, individuals. It is, in short, a phenom-
enon which, if only for a short and well circumscribed span of time, 
transcends normal habitus and the structures which organise it, 
yet being a consistent component of that same habitus.

Clubbing is haunting European youth because it can con-
stitute a metaphorical representation, or a symbol, of its human 
condition. It can also be taught as a post-modern declination of 
one of its old, unresolved philosophical obsessions: that of an exis-
tential  either-or choice between ethic and aesthetic life, between 
the quiet felicity of daily ordinariness and the turbid rapture of 
nightly pleasures, between the reassuring, luminous order of 
Apollo and the ecstatic, obscure kingdom of Dionysus.

•
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Berlin currently counts as the ‘mecca’ for electronic dance music 
fans, especially genres rooted in Chicago House and Detroit 
Techno. Many producers and DJs relocate to Berlin; numerous new 
clubs open and close, labels, shops, promotion/booking agen-
cies are founded, and music fans come from all over the world to 
enjoy the special Berlin music and party atmosphere. 

From a social science point of view it is a very interest-
ing city to explore. When trying to understand how the special 
atmosphere arose and how it is being constantly reproduced, one 
comes across a certain term: Underground. People say they pre-
fer things “more underground”. One of my interviewees, a label 
owner, put it succinctly, “Berlin isn’t Lady Gaga or Paul van Dyk; 
this is the capital city of the underground.”

What does this term mean here, and how is it sociologically 
rooted in the cultural field of electronic dance music? Although 
many claim the Berlin techno scene has become “commercial” or 
“mainstream” due to a great deal of international attention, they 
are also aware that things in techno clubs run somehow differently 
compared to for example discotheques or the MTV music charts. 

The Sources of 
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Current post-subcultural theories (Bennett, Peterson 2010; 
Muggleton, Weinzierl 2003; Hitzler, Niederbacher 2010) offer little 
means with which to understand these differences and explain 
why they don’t disappear, but rather re-shape and accommo-
date with the newer developments. Although I broadly agree with 
the insights of post-subcultural theories, a crucial feature of the 
music scene has been lost along the way: a systematic sociologi-
cal exploration of the roles that distinctions play and how they are 
rooted in the music scene’s economy. 

In his theory on cultural fields, Pierre Bourdieu (1996) 
noticed a general trend towards two poles with opposing cul-
tural logics. The ‘autonomous pole’ defined itself by its cultural 
orientation, in which the furthering of art itself took highest prior-
ity over any political, moral, or economic interest. The other pole 
had a commercial orientation; treating art as just another form of 
commerce like any other, in which art is produced based on its 
marketability. Each pole had its way of making value and profiting 
from it, but they are also in tension with each other.

This tension also exists in electronic dance music: on the 
‘autonomous’ side of things you find scene-based dance music, 
along with the club/open-air party culture of Berlin. On the 
other side, you find mass-produced and profit-driven so-called 
EDM ‘dance pop’, which readily absorbs any style that prom-
ises to increase sales. Both poles have very different definitions 
of success, as well as sharply divergent aesthetics and modes of 
production. 

In order to protect “their scene culture”, scenesters employ 
various forms of distinctions to draw boundaries around their 
mode of production and music culture (Strachan 2007; Moore 
2007; Kühn 2013). From this, an internal subcultural hierarchy arises 
which enables successful and long-term scene participants and 
organisations to accumulate subcultural capital (Thornton 1995; 
Jensen 2006) as an economic resource within the scene economy. 
Based on my five years of research (ethnography, interviews) 
and over twelve years involvement as a DJ, booker, blogger and 
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web-TV producer, I want to point out three sources of ‘under-
ground’ identity and infrastructure.

Firstly, their own mode of scene based cultural production 
differs from that in the cultural industries in various aspects: in the 
scene economy, one recruits ‘bottom-up’ out of the fascination 
for a certain music and prioritises cultural orientations over eco-
nomic possibilities. This makes small-scale actors who mainly do 
it for the fun and a feasible outcome. An atomistic structure of 
many sole entrepreneurs dominates the markets. Instead of pure 
sale orientation, subjective aesthetic and political interests domi-
nate the cultural products and business co-operations among the 
scene economy participants. Secondly, as participants of a certain 
music culture, their activity is oriented on the cultural institutions 
of Detroit Techno and Chicago House and thereby framed by its 
opportunities and restrictions. These cultural institutions enable 
and demand certain cultural practices to be fulfilled and followed.  
The norm are music tracks to be seamlessly mixed by DJs in front 
of a dancing crowd on a loud sound system; this is a very unique 
kind of receptional context that is based on repetition and sim-
ilarity – not innovation. Thirdly, out of both, the possibility and 
necessity of an internal hierarchy arises. Various forms of symp-
tomatic distinctions as a form of ‘aesthetic resistance’ become the 
means to keep out unwanted aesthetics and modes of production 
in order to preserve the aesthetic core of the music scene. They 
thereby constitute an underground subculture.

Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory helps to extend the concept of 
the music scene and re-shape the concept of subculture to under-
stand the cultural dynamics between ‘underground’ and ‘main-
stream’ as different forms of culture-economic infrastructure and 
social identity. Towards the autonomous pole legitimacy is rooted 
in scene based cultural production and the House & Techno music 
culture with its specific organisational forms as DJs, clubs, tracks and 
so on. Various forms of distinctions are applied, the more these 
features are dissolved by engaging with allegedly purely profit 
oriented music industry outsiders or rather charts oriented pop 
music. Sociologically it therefore becomes necessary to explore 
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music scenes as aesthetic subcultures (and no longer class-based) 
with their own identity and infrastructures struggling to maintain 
aesthetic and seductive cores against unwanted influences.

•
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I realised food is right like... right on the 
street, you don’t need to pay for it and 
it’s there, and it’s good. (Elisa)

Elisa is a German girl I interviewed on the flat roof of a squatted 
house in Barcelona. The squat was a narrow, nondescript house 
only a stone’s throw away from the famous Sagrada Familia. A 
small rounded circle with an N-shaped arrow – the international 
squat sign – was noted on the door; otherwise, a completely 
usual, anonymous façade of a typical abandoned house. It was a 
house of a mutual friend of ours – and temporarily a sort of home 
for the both of us. We sat on scavenged armchairs on the roof and 
she explained to me how she came to realise for the first time that 
the food in the garbage bins of grocery stores and supermarkets 
is often edible. Well, more than edible – that it is in fact better than 
the food in shops, because it is for free. 

I met Elisa during the summer of 2012 when I joined a 
community of Barcelonan squatters to study the understand-
ings of food and disgust connected to their everyday practice of 
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dumpster diving. There were many dumpster divers I met who 
were politically active and who usually were the ones who looked 
for the best houses to squat and then took great care of these 
houses, keeping them clean and well hidden from the eyes of the 
police. They were people who systematically took part of common 
events (such as public dinners cooked from scavenged food) and 
helped others when needed. Yet, some of the dumpster divers I 
met were not as political – spending most of their time sleeping, 
drinking, skate boarding and smoking pot. There is of course no 
general rule on the division of dumpster divers, as it is a vibrant, 
heterogeneous and flexible community that resembles more a 
process than an entity. 

I must clarify that I am using this term – “dumpster diver” – 
in order to make my group of informants more easily graspable 
for the reader. Yet, it is not a term that most of my informants 
would agree with – they do not consider themselves to be dump-
ster divers. It is just something that they do to get food. This was 
one of the sides that also drew me towards this group of peo-
ple – whilst in some contexts dumpster diving is considered to 
be something of a political statement (Moré 2011) and a form of 
insurrection (Clark 2004), most of my informants did not empha-
sise this side of the activity, at some points even ridiculing the 
so-called anti-capitalist side of dumpster diving – their argument 
being that dumpster diving is essentially dependant on capitalist 
over-production and thus can only be a temporary way of obtain-
ing food. This is not to say that they were conformists, but rather 
that they saw themselves to be dumpster diving only in order to 
survive this episode where capitalism still exists. In many cases, 
the ideal they saw themselves striving towards was total indepen-
dence from “the system” in the form of small-scale farming.

All of the dumpster divers I met were staying in different 
squatted houses and were either recycling for food on a daily 
basis or had done so until quite recently. Through scavenging for 
food in garbage bins, they opposed the normative notion of dis-
gust, creating their own understandings of what is repulsive and 
what is not. As well as the different elicitors and levels of disgust 
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connected to dumpster diving, I observed a unique relativity of dis-
gust connected to the surrounding social context: the willingness 
to express disgust (or to acknowledge it) was sometimes seen as 
recognition of one’s “prissiness” and as such socially demeaning. 
For example Elisa, the girl I interviewed on the squat roof, found 
it hard to name any disgusting aspects of dumpster diving. And, 
even when she did mention the strong smell bins can have, she 
insisted that it is not “really” disgusting. Similarly to Elisa, two of my 
female housemates in another squat started to somewhat com-
pete in terms of which one of them found eating something (that 
had already been eaten by an unknown stranger and then thrown 
into the bin) less disgusting. It seemed as if they had begun to 
associate the feeling of disgust towards garbage bins with weak-
ness and with being prissy, with something that is shameful and 
that has no place in the lives of dumpster divers.
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Dusty parking lots with seedy motels, people selling 
jars of berries and chanterelles straight from the 
forest, and an old man standing on the roadside as 
though petrified, facing a de-synchronised Poland 
heading somewhere else. (Beside the E75 near 
Radomsko, Poland, 2/Jul/2013, 11:45.)

Hitchhiker’s itineraries are to a large part comprised of marginal 
sites: highway onramps, gas stations, bus terminals, different kinds 
of roadside infrastructure. Locations that could be described as 
non-places, but become part of a specific geography for people 
choosing to hit the road by thumbing. A dazzling sense of free-
dom adjoining every departure, promising casual yet determined 
encounters with ‘the other’.  

Picked up by Goran’s Gastarbajterbus near Novi Sad, 
I get the opportunity to join a bunch of people from 
Mladenovac on their journey to Vienna. As Goran’s 
wife Milica explains, they make the 1,400 km journey 
there and back every weekend, thereby cultivating 
a rather hybrid sense of belonging already for the 
tenth year. Our journey is accompanied by the diva 
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Lepa Brena, specifically an infinite loop of the all 
Yugoslav musical film Hajde da se volimo, which feels 
like a substantial component to the hazy routine of 
transit experienced by my fellow passengers. (Around 
Sombor, Serbia, 14/Apr/2013, 13:37.)

People and goods on the move, reflecting the effects of migra-
tion and globalisation on various levels. Truths about the actual 
condition of Europe seem likely to be found along its roads, be 
it major transit corridors like the Via Baltica or the outback roads 
connecting the bucolic villages in the highlands of Gemer in mid-
dle Slovakia. Thumbing your way also offers a chance to indulge in 
cultural diversity off the beaten tracks, and not lastly to experience 
genuine kindness and hospitality.

Coffee break with Davood from Tehran, driving his 
truck between Iran and Germany for 25 years. His 
German is pleasantly smooth, mainly from reading 
books, as he says while preparing the mildly spicy 
broth in the back of his trailer. Each journey takes 
him about 25 days, and this time the exchange 
goes: Carpets from Iran for radiators from Germany. 
“Come to Iran one day. And don’t trust what they tell 
in the media”, he adds before continuing on his long 
way back home. (Petőfiszállás pihenőhely service 
station, Hungary, 11/Apr/2013, 08:19.)

Apart from personal encounters, the sonic environment makes an 
exciting part of my experience when hitting the road. Radio news-
flashes in languages of which you can barely understand more 
than the names of the places of current world affairs. CB radios, 
still being an indispensable source of information especially for 
many truckers – be it to know where to expect the cops, or as a 
familiar way to simply chat with fellow haulers around – with every 
country having its own channel. All that usually embedded in frag-
ments of music sounding from car stereos, revealing a myriad of 
varieties and styles, and at times even suggesting the illusion that 
the local and the global actually can cross-pollinate in a mutually 
beneficial way. 
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On the road with Arpi, a calm Roma guy taking 
me from Lučenec to Bratislava. He is just leaving to 
work for two months in Austria, accompanied by 
a lamenting Cigany Halgato winding through the 
speakers. I’m recollecting the people and stories 
encountered during 2,500 km of hitchhiking through 
Ukraine – be it Gleb, the student from Kryvyi Rih, 
working through the nights as Oksana or Bozhena 
in chats with Americans looking for Ukrainian brides, 
or Volodymyr, the shifty 59-year old from a village 
near Uman, crossing the border to ‘Europe’ every 
year for two months of work, at times holed up in 
Polish trucks, or Pavlo, the nudist pioneer heading 
to Koktebel Jazz Festival on Crimea. “In Ukraine”, he 
said, “we have everything one would need, and yet 
we seem to lack a word for dignity.” (Around Nitra, 
Slovakia, 18/Sep/2012, 17:41.) 

Through many years, hitchhiking became kind of an everyday 
practice for me. Furthermore, it developed into a certain mode 
of research, sharpening my perception of a region that I tend to 
describe as ‘a Europe anywhere east of where I was born’. And 
then again, the peculiar sensation of coming back, only with a dif-
ferent backpack of stories and insights. Arrival, but just for now.

See illustrations on pages 459–462.

•
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Left leg driving out as stomach muscles contract reflexively. The 
back of my head pushes hard into the floor, right leg rushes 
under, over, up. And with a push, for a moment, I’m weightless. 
A twist and trick of limbs. Applied biometrics lifts me outside my 
bodily confines.

Forget age, weight, time, and genetic decay. I’ve beaten 
back entropy.

Then gravity reasserts. I come down to earth. It is crash or 
beat. Cymbal or drum. I go from flight in freedom, to following the 
rhythm. Scratch that, I set the rhythm. Movement defines me, and 
music defines the movement. But when it flows through, when it 
breaks just right, it’s me who plays the notes.

To dance, to throw off one’s physical limits, to pour all of 
that thought and energy into one pitch-perfect moment – blind, 
daredevilling on a whole different sensory level – is to state one-
self to the world. It was never the genre, style, or aesthetic of hip-
hop that won me over to breakdancing (bboying -girling as its 
proper title has it), but this essentially political act.

The Politics of 
Breakdancing

Simon Barker
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For all the appeal of deliberative conceptions of democ-
racy, for instance, cautious sceptics point to the socially exclusive 
potential of deliberation if constrained to rationality (see Young, 
1996: 122–124; Sanders 1997; Hindess 2000). Members of soci-
ety not provided with the capacity and opportunity to contrib-
ute to our social understandings are subject to a species of what 
Miranda Fricker (2007) describes as ‘hermeneutical injustice’ – left 
unable “to make communicatively intelligible something which it 
is particularly in his or her interests to be able to render intelligi-
ble” (p. 162). As far as democracy depends upon participation and 
integration, this is a problem of political legitimacy. Moreover, it is 
a problem not confined to the substance of communication, but 
equally – and perhaps more fundamentally – to its form. As Hin-
dess (2000: 10) suggests, “[a]ctual participation in […deliberation…] 
often requires a considerable degree of self-restraint”, but such 
an aesthetic limitation is bound to leave individuals and groups 
not inculcated to those norms of expression on the outside. And 
as Sanders (1997: 370) points out, “arguing that democratic dis-
cussion should be rational, moderate, and not selfish implicitly 
excludes public talk that is impassioned, extreme, and the product 
of particular interests.” 

Breakdancing is anathema to a bland and exclusive model 
of participation. A combination of explosive performativity and 
spectacle, yet with a radically subjective streak – where originality, 
personal expression, and innovation are prized above all else – the 
art form can constitute demand for attention from those whose 
voice would not be heard at a milder pitch. For those on the out-
side of the playground of calm, prescriptively rational deliberation, 
such expressions are essential vehicles of their political interests.

I was invited to practices in Tallinn by members of the 
crew ‘Submission’, who formed the core of the first generation of 
modern Estonian ‘bboys’, achieving international recognition and 
space to perform and teach within Estonian society. 

At the spot, a ritual palm slide fist bump is the commu-
nity sanctioned greeting device. A stern-faced signal of inclusion, 
crucial enough to interrupt my pre-practice stretch and warrant a 



76

Hopeless Youth!

retake if hands should miss first time. Music is pumped up beyond 
the limits of good fidelity, mixes imported from Russian Dj’s, the 
b-boy diet of 200 km/h forgotten funk laced with tracks of heavy, 
industrial electronica that are replayed, repeated adrenaline. The 
session kicks in and the dancers peel off: private corners, to work 
on the confrontational steps, static balance, and intricate footwork 
patterns of personal style; communal ‘cyphers’, feeding off each 
other to master and create the wind-up, let-loose and fly dynam-
ics that embody the form. There are hints of structure – crew-af-
filiations, common goals in movement – but the spatial bounds 
are fluid, shifting circles that echo the currents of the dance. Occa-
sional directions from b-boy Panda come in mock drill-sergeant 
tone. Well-hit moves and original throwdowns meet barks of 
kudos, the entire practice energized. All is focus. Sharp and taut, 
release and flow. Then time is up. We move out to cool-down, or 
push out one last surge, a final, breathless shot at some coveted 
move. Post-practice bravado fills the changing rooms, wrestling 
and debating, as the dancers shine themselves up for the outside 
world. Then ‘tsau’, lights off, and silently drift into the cold. I wish 
‘nägemist’ (Estonian for ‘Until next time!’) to the ever-patient staff.

The striking feature of the scene that the members of 
‘Submission’ have helped build is that it predominantly consists 
of ethnically Russian dancers. Throughout the practices described 
above, Russian is the de-facto language of communication. Unlike 
the older generation, a substantial number of the younger danc-
ers are fluent only in Russian – a linguistic barrier to participa-
tion in contemporary Estonian society that is surely only going to 
increase. It is hard not to see these demographic peculiarities as 
representative of the political nature of the dance-form (though 
the influence of a thriving scene in next-door Russia should not be 
overlooked). The notion that the dedication and energy that these 
dancers put into developing their physical skills and creative iden-
tities, also develop a political identity that might transcend those 
limitations, is one that I am not keen to resist.

In its contemp orary form, as a viral vehicle for consumer 
culture, the disruptive spirit of breakdancing is often hidden. A 
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race for Facebook likes and YouTube hits subverts any radicalism, 
all the energy and fire distilled and diluted into meaningless video 
pick-me-ups. The young dancers in Tallinn remind of the truth that 
these phenomena obscure: that dance still has its emancipatory 
power and remains a path for participation, an entry-point into 
conversation for the marginalised, the excluded, and the silent.

•
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This essay outlines the shift of political agendas between punk 
and rap music in Estonia. While punk music was politically loaded 
in the end of the eighties and in the beginning of the nineties, an 
interesting shift took place in the first half of the nineties with the 
emergence of Esto-Russian rap music, which was influenced by a 
political state of mind – the identity of a “white nigga”.

From punk to hip-hop

Most of the Estonians would agree that punk was politically loaded 
in the eighties and served as the leading voice of the youth to 
rebel against Soviet Union. Bands like J.M.K.E. and their leader 
Villu Tamme vere not only idols of crazed teenagers, but likened 
by their parents as well. Songs like ‘Tere perestroika’ (Hi Pere-
stroika) were massive hits, because it’s message was relatable 
to all Estonians, not just teenagers who wanted to dress up, get 
drunk and “rebel”. 

Shifting Identities 
in Estonian Punk 

and Hip-hop

Ott Kagovere
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This period in Estonian punk music has been seen as a 
kind of golden age of punk, because then, unlike now, some have 
argued, punks had something real to fight for – it was a rebel with 
a cause! Sure, punks have agendas today as well. The main one 
being animal rights, which comes with a kind of straight edge phi-
losophy. But, though a justified cause, the concept of animal rights 
is far more vague and abstract than the Soviet regime – which 
presented the earlier generation a clear target and enemy.

Perhaps this also explains the massive popularity of the 
Christian pop band Sõnajalad in the beginning of the nineties, 
with their banal and beatific lyrics expressing a feeling of relief and 
proudness that made many punks seem old fashioned, fighting 
a fight that was already won. This, though, was just the surface. 
While punk was forced to abandon its guerilla clothing, rap music 
and hip-hop culture, in a transformed way, had political coals 
burning.

In the first half of the nineties, around 1993–1994, hip-
hop culture started to develop in Estonia. It is widely accepted 
that Cool D (from Tartu) was the first Estonian MC (rapper) and 
to some extend it is true. It is probably true that he was the first 
person to rap in Estonian and it most certainly is true that he rele-
ased the first official rap album in Estonia1. While it is probably not 
true that he was the first MC in Estonia, because around the same 
time an active hip-hop scene was developing in the Russian com-
munity as well, with a band called High Fly Planet (consisting of 
two MC’s BK Hill and Di) as their forerunner. The Russian hip-hop 
scene concerns us here because it had a certain political agenda 
or ideology. For that reason I shall not discuss Cool D, an interest-
ing and controversial figure in his own rights, but in whose (at least 
earlier) work any political agenda is either non-existent or bor-
rowed from others, without the context that provides it meaning2.

1 ‘O’Culo’ in 1995 under OK Music.

2 A good example of this is the song ‘112’ from Cool D’s second album 
‘Sõnumid pimedusest’ (Messages From the Darkness) which is a good 
example of borrowing form without understanding the content. The song is 
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White Niggaz

After the fall of the Soviet Union in the early nineties proclama-
tions like “Russians go back to Russia!” were very common.3 No 
wonder then that Russian youth culture in Estonia, who had born 
in Estonia and identified themselves as Estonians, felt that they 
were living in a state that accepted them as citicens formally, but 
not contentwise. Mainly for language barriers4 education and work 
opportunities were unequal among the two communities (Esto-
nian and Russian), leading many Russians to poverty and crime. 
Thus it comes as no wonder that Russian youth sympathised with 
American black culture and hip-hop, because rap-music was the 
voice of a repressed minority. What is interesting about this iden-
tity is that it is not just a parallel which can be drawn out now, 
but an identity consciously realized already then. True, this iden-
tity was not preached out loud, but the reason is, in my opinion, 
that this identity is not a revisionist (or a revolutionary) one like the 
punks had in the eighties, but rather a silent fact, a state of mind, 
if you will. Although a “silent fact” it was discussed in personal con-
versations, but was also manifest in an early Esto-Russian band 
named White Niggaz.

This aura gave Esto-Russian rap-music it’s seriousness, 
it’s realness, it’s political agenda, that was missing from Estonian 
rap (or music in general). While Estonian rappers were rapping 
hip-hop cliche’s, mainly about fighting, drinking and fucking, then 
Russians had “real” problems, at least so it seemed. While Esto-
nians were mostly wannabe gangsters, living and growing up in 

a banal rip-off from Public Enemy’s ‘911 is a Joke’, which disses 911 for not 
serving blacks. Cool D brings the same topic (and even some lyrics from the 
original song), while excluding the racial issues, into Estonian context where it 
almost has no relevance at all.

3 I am not saing that these proclamations were accepted and proclaimed by 
every one, but that this ideology was widespread.

4 But also racial, because racist and stereotypical wiewpoints of Russians 
were very widespread in the early nineties.
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relatively nice neighborhoods, many Russians came from the real 
ghetto, where sex and violence were not just words heard from 
a KRS-One song.5 Even the sound of Cool D and High Fly Planet 
was different. While Cool D, at times dark and viscious, was mostly 
energetic and party oriented, then High Fly Planet was slow and 
thoughtfull, at times closer to trip-hop, then average hip-hop.

This “realness” of Esto-Russian rap, though, was not shared 
by everybody in the hip-hop community. Many Estonian hip-hop-
pers dismissed Russian rap for the language barrier and this is 
an obvious reason, because rap is heavily text oriented music. 
But in Lasnamäe, where I grew up and where most Estonians 
understand at least a little Russian, Russian rap was, for the afore 
mentioned reasons, the real thing. Next to the language barrier 
another reason why most of the Estonian hip-hop scene was not 
that fond of Russian rap was the lack of context. In Lasnamäe you 
live side by side with Russians. Your class-mates in school and 
friends after school are Russians (or half-Russians). But you also 
meet Russians who are scary, who might beat you up, who are 
drug addicts and etc. In other cities or districts where the Russian 
community was not that big, people just lacked contact and thus 
projected empty stereotypes to most Russians. In that sense the 
image of “white niggaz” was something that gave credit to High 
Fly Planet and others. Estonian hip-hop (Cool D, A-Rühm) were 
very succesfull and they had official albums out. While records by 
Russian artists, mainly High Fly Planet, were self compiled albums 
(or rather mix-tapes) shared among friends. This indie aesthetic 
suited the ideology perfectly and contributed much to the mys-
tique of the scene.

5 In this context it is interesting to point out that had hip-hop came to 
Estonia 5–6 years earlier it had probably been young Estonians identifying 
themselves as the white niggaz, being the minority repressed by the Soviet 
Union.
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Youre not gettin me wrong, right?

While in the nineties Russian rap-music (at least for me and the 
hip-hop scene in Lasnamäe) was concidered more real than 
Estonian rap, I must admit that this does not mean that Estonian 
rap was bad, or that there was a classic “beef” between the two 
scenes. To the contrary, the hip-hop scene in Estonia was racially 
mixed and it seemed that hip-hop was a place where Russians 
and Estonians who othervise would not have met, got together in 
a peaceful and constructive way. 

Another misconception that you might get is that I am 
arguing that apolitical music is weaker, in some sense less inter-
esting, than music with a certain politica agenda. This most cer-
tainly is not true and it was clear already in the eighties when punk 
was politically loaded, because musically much more interesting 
and innovative were indie bands like Röövel Ööbik, or punk bands 
who turned to new-wave, like Velikije Luki. In my opinion Estonian 
punk was the most interesting on Psychoterror’s first album ‘Tusk. 
Töötus. Armetus’6 (1995), which is blindingly nihilistic, ultra selfde-
structive and chaotic. Sure the record is political at times, but it’s 
agenda, it’s originality is chaos, anarchy in it’s extreme sense. It is 
anti-all, not anti-this political regime or that.

In the hip-hop scene Cool D and A-Rühm (A-Team) were 
not less interesting then High Fly Planet because they lacked a 
political agenda. They were less interesting because they were not 
creative enough. That said we must admit that the Estonian hip-
hop scene whose most famous and most commercially sucessful 
acts were Cool D and A-Rühm, were not the only hip-hop bands 
at the time. Bands like True Headz, Toe Tag and Daraba Basdadz 
were apolitical but nontheless rather interesting acts. True Headz 

6 The name of the record ‘Tusk. Töötus. Armetus’ is a play with words from 
a biblical quote – “Faith, hope and love…”, where the three are replaced 
with similar sounding words, but rather opposite in meaning: frustration, 
joblesness, and abjection.
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seemed real enough, because their agenda was not to copy gang-
sta rap (like Cool D), but East-Coast intellectualism (if you will), like 
Gang Starr and Jeru the Damaja. Toe Tag tough was an interestng 
mixture of wannabe gangsta rap and East-Coast intellectualism. 
It is funny to think that the core of True Headz (being DJ Critikal) 
and Toe Tag (MC’s Genka and Revo) moved on to form A-Rühm, 
a band which dissmissed almost everything that was interesting 
in their previous acts. An other band was Daraba Basdadz from 
Pärnu, who like Cool D and Toe Tag managed to release officially 
one of the earliest hip-hop albums in Estonia – ‘C us in tha Under-
ground’ (1997), which compared to other bands around this time 
was something completely different – mixing nu-metal (samples 
from Korn) with electronic dance music (like the Prodigy). It is an 
interesting fact that all those bands (True Heads, Toe Tag, Daraba 
Basdadz) were rapping in English and it seems that to some extent 
it was felt that rap in Estonian was somehow banal, to familiar and 
missing it’s mystique and self identity.

In that sense the biggest turn (a revolution one can say) 
was when Chalice released his album ‘Ühendatud inimesed’ (Con-
nected People) in 2003. The record, in its pure brilliance, shows 
how to rap in Estonian in a “cool” way. While Cool D on his first 
records showed that it is possible to rap in Estonian, then Chalice 
demanded it, because after him rapping in Estonian became a 
norm among Estonian MC’s. To keep our context in mind, I must 
admit that even Chalice’s music is best when apolitical. His patri-
otic songs like ‘Minu inimesed’ (My People) might seem grand at 
first, but rather soon turn into banal comradery like Tõnis Mägi’s 
‘Koit’. 

See the illustration on page 463. 

•
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This text is written by the founder of Pinksiklubi and the discussion 
that follows will describe what Pinksiklubi stands for. Table tennis is 
a simple and playful mechanism which brings absolutely strange 
people together. It does not matter how old or how good you are. 
It’s about the game and the process that provides people with 
opportunities to play social table tennis, free of charge. The aim 
is to get as many people as possible across the whole city. The 
tables are up for all to enjoy. Racquets and balls are supplied, as 
well as free-play, music and a good vibe.

Street ping-pong helps to shape public urban spaces and 
the content of it, promoting human interaction in the city. We 
believe that ping-pong is capable of generating sustainable cul-
tural connections and collective awareness. For instance, it slows 
down both active participants and passers-by. Likewise, playing in 
front of strangers rise inter-personal empathy and correct delu-
sions of greatness (Franklin 2003). 

Public ping-pong in Estonia is very young. That means 
that it is still a marginal activity compared to outdoor football or 
basketball. But as we can see, it is globally highly valued urban 
discipline for example in the US and several European countries. 

Urban Ping-pong 
in Estonia

Risto Kozer
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People are playing public ping-pong in New York, Paris and also 
in Perth. There are a lot of public tables in Berlin, Copenhagen, 
Paris, Barcelona etc. That is why we are absolutely convinced that 
one day Estonian people and also the government will realise that 
urban ping-pong is an endlessly  thankworthy discipline. But if not, 
we shall still keep the vibe and organise urban events to advocate 
the idea. 

The idea for Pinksiklubi was born in 2011, in which year 
Tallinn was Europe’s Culture Capital. We proposed to the Cul-
ture Foundation committee our street ping-pong project and the 
reaction was very positive, being added to the official program 
and receiving some great publicity with mentions on television 
and in several newspapers. People just seemed to love this simple 
idea: product, graphic-, and urban design, combined together to 
create a new social and sporting activity right in the city.

Urban furniture is therefore design to promote human 
interaction. It is not a huge investment and does not take a lot 
of space. The designs for that initial stage of the project were the 
result of cooperation with a local street art group named Mul-
tistab. Our collaboration has worked naturally since then. We cre-
ate a new graphic design for the tables every year to keep the 
vibe and the idea fresh. Nobody wants to wear same trousers two 
summers in a row, so do we. Multistab helps to generate our visual 
identity which is very important to us – so thanks a lot to Multistab!

Pinksiklubi’s events base on three components. First we 
choose the location where to organise the public ping-pong 
event. After that we advertise the gathering in different web plat-
forms, invite different DJs from Estonia to join the event and that’s 
basically it. The main goal is to provide free playing equipment 
and play social ping-pong at every event. So that every random 
individual can grab a racket, groove to the music and take part of 
the game. 

There are two types of table tennis. One is the classical 1 × 1 
player and the second version is social table tennis – helping to 
produce urban space (Lefebvre 1974). Our mission is to advocate 
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the social conception – even 30 or more people can participate 
at the same time rotating around the table. That’s why we always 
have approximately 30 rackets with us and XXX tables. Social ping-
pong is not as serious and formal as the classical one, where all 
other enthusiasts must watch how two athletes are playing. Social 
ping-pong keeps the flow going and everybody who has a racket 
can take part of the social ping-pong train. That’s why we have 
organised a dozen events in Tallinn, Tartu and last year also in 
Helsinki (Prosessifestivaali).

Speaking of formal difficulties – applying the public event 
organizing permission is not that complicated. It takes some 
bureaucracy to get the permission from the city, but sometimes 
is the local private sector more  degenerating than the public sec-
tor workers and that can be more of an obstruction. The main 
difficulty is to get the funding. For example, it is impossible to get 
some funding from the Estonian Culture Capital, the Estonian 
Ministry of Culture or from the Estonian Gambling Game Taxes 
Council. They see the action as a marginal event, not categorised 
under culture happenings. 

Our idea is to combine aesthetics with social activities in 
the public space and that’s not formal ping-pong. We have tried to 
combine the event with urbanism, public installations and design, 
making Pinksiklubi an interdisciplinary group. We are very thankful 
for our supportive public and private sector partners, who under-
stand our mission and appreciate our work. Indeed, Pinksiklubi’s 
enthusiasts and partners are accruing every year. 

In short, we aim to promote human interaction within 
public spaces. People talk around the table. Players get to know 
each other better. The audience enjoys the music, and passers-by 
suddenly cheery in a conversation. Tallinn can be quite a shy and 
introvert city, so we aim at lifting people’s spirits and changing our 
attitudes to the places where we live. Wanna play?
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See illustrations on pages 464–465. 

•
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Chance has always played an important part in my life. At the same 
time, I believe that if you keep one thought or wish alive some-
where in the deepest burrows of your mind, things will move, as 
if ‘by themselves’, in the right direction, mainly due to small and 
subconscious decisions that I make driven by this ‘core idea’ that 
I have not clearly formulated even to myself. For me this process 
meant leaving my career as a lawyer a few years ago and becom-
ing an adventure trip organiser in South America, with emphasis 
on the Peruvian Amazon.

“Look how happy they are here, how little does one actually 
need,” I’ve heard westerners sigh when visiting rain forest villages 
of palm-covered huts where the most valuable family possession 
is an aluminium saucepan. Some try to find happiness this way – 
even lifelong backpackers who make their living by juggling burn-
ing skittles on a street corner seem, at glance, to be on first name 
terms with life. But I remain doubtful. I, too, have ended up at 
the extremes – in the trap of comfortable routine office work, but 
also the asocial hippy life. Neither has exactly lit up my eyes in its 
entirety. Thus I have endeavoured to find a middle way, although 
this has its own difficulties. These days it is not easy to manage by 

Escape to the
Amazon

Ivo Tšetõrkin
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working in dozens of separate fields. Locksmith-gynaecologist is 
not a valued profession and I feel that the government rhetoric 
favours, in the interests of the globalisation of culture and econ-
omy, individuals who perform a specific role in the system that 
generally fills the majority of your waking hours. One might not 
agree with the aforementioned, but I sympathise: if you devote 
your whole life wholeheartedly to flying kites, at some point this 
will put bread on your table. However, this choice or change does 
not come easily and will require the burning of some bridges, as it 
is hard to slide down a tree without getting a few splinters in your 
bottom.

An increasingly popular way to discover the Amazon, with-
out the bridge-burning bit, is via numerous volunteer programs. I 
could see this working well from the volunteer’s perspective, if he 
or she manages to sponge a grant out of an organisation (who will 
mutually gain by writing it off as charity for a tax refund) and enjoy 
the opportunity to travel for free. I refrain from criticising the con-
cept as a whole, but my close encounters with these organisations 
in and around the town of Iquitos, in the heart of the Peruvian 
Amazon, have showed me the other side of the industry. Here, it 
is often just business, aimed at making profit for the owner. Which 
would be fine, if everybody were straight-forward about it. What 
reason does an organisation have to manage a dozen youngsters 
or even teenagers who have taken a year off school or university 
and now want to save the world, in the middle of the jungle? What 
special skills do they encompass that would be of real benefit to 
the environment or the community? Locals can also rake leaves in 
an animal shelter – true, they expect to be paid a little, but it costs 
a lot less since one doesn’t need to mind them constantly and 
see they don’t step on a snake by accident. To be of real use one 
must have something to offer – either abilities to teach children in 
a village, or skills to treat wounded animals in a shelter where the 
police drop off exotic species confiscated from smugglers. But just 
like that, make the world better – why not, dear, but pay for it. It is 
just for the expenses. Don’t be surprised that the weekly fee is sev-
eral hundred dollars – many times higher than the average wage 
in the area. Relax, we’ll find you a flowerbed to dig somewhere 
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away from the hustle of the city. There’s a thatched roof over your 
head and even a local woman to cook you guys dinner. After three 
month you can go home and tell everyone you made the world 
a nicer place. Certainly you meet also a lot of interesting people 
along the way, because one at a time this business is no good for 
us. The bill will be forwarded to your parents.

And this cynical business is blossoming here. “Volunteer 
packages” are invented by the tour-operators, who mingle with 
the villages, with false promises of a future gain so that the com-
munity would give land for free and even build the thatched shel-
ters on it for the world-savers to live in. 

As previously mentioned, I wouldn’t criticise the whole 
concept, much less come out as arrogant; I just want to urge peo-
ple to take another look at some processes taking place among 
many areas of the industry that enjoys a fare share of economic 
and academic praise.1 

See the illustration on page 466. 

•

1 The article includes extracts from the author’s book Minu Amazonas. Jõkke 
pissimine keelatud! (My Amazon. Don’t Piss in the River!) Tartu: Petrone 
Print, 2013 (in Estonian).  
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This summer I participated as a moderator in a panel asking 
whether emigration is overall an issue in contemporary Estonia. 
On the panel were two successful bankers: one working in Swed-
bank in Sweden and the other working for the European Bank of 
Reconstruction and Development in London, and finally a stat-
istician from the Estonian Statistics Board. The air on the stage 
was lofty and worldly. Off course, borders are open and so one 
should pursue their professional success where they see fit. And, 
of course, all can. Emigration is not an issue; the question is rather 
how to make a country successful so as to attract more migrants.

The panel was followed by a small discussion in a tent 
where all those who did not wish to voice their opinion loudly or 
on live TV, could say what they thought. The opinions in the tent 
were quite different: “The countryside is losing people and it’s sad 
and dysfunctional”; “Young men do not fulfil their duty of con-
tinuing military training”; “People only live for money and do not 
wish to choose a simpler life through saving”; “The countryside 
is losing people and a world where all travel so much is out of 
balance”. The fears in the tent were real, and as such they also 
resonated with the opinion of the director of the Estonian National 
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Museum voiced in a recent speech given on the anniversary of 
the restoration of Estonian independence. In the speech, Tõnis 
Lukas proposed that Estonians should consider those who have 
emigrated from Estonia in past years as refugees of comfort or as 
work-shy.1 Lukas specified however that this qualification was pri-
marily intended to describe those leaving Estonia for higher sal-
aries and more generous welfare systems abroad. In his model, 
studying abroad ought to be considered as something under-
standable and might even be encouraged. The speech sparked a 
considerable controversy in the Estonian media. Being put under 
heavy public scrutiny for his words, he later added that amongst 
the economic migrants only those who blame Estonia and burn 
their bridges with their native land should be considered comfort 
migrants or work-shy. The general reception of the speech was 
negative, and for obvious reasons. With salaries in neighbouring 
Finland and Sweden amongst the highest in the European Union 
and a couple times higher than in Estonia, it is easy to under-
stand why many Estonians choose to emigrate to work in these 
countries. Lukas’ comments therefore seem odd and lacking an 
appreciation of reality. How could the people toiling hard in Fin-
land, earning a decent living for their families in Estonia, be called 
comfort migrants or, worse still, work-shy?

Moreover, what the controversy reveals is an intergen-
erational shift in attitudes. For Tõnis Lukas and his generation, 
the most important goal they fought for as students and young 
intellectuals of the 1980s was Estonian independence. Together 
with other people and groups from Tartu University they organ-
ised various demonstrations that lead the way in the restoration 
of the Estonian independence. In the 1990s they worked hard to 
make reforms happen and transform their country from the eco-
nomic collapse of the first years of transition, into a country enjoy-
ing relative prosperity. In the eyes of these people the work that 

1 ‘Lukas: praegused Eestist lahkujad on mugavus- ja lodevuspagulased’. 
Uudised. ERR. http://uudised.err.ee/v/eesti/01757ae2-d293-4536-84b3-
a286c8081d77 (15.09.2014).
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counts is work that immediately increases the welfare of Estonia. 
In this patriotic instrumentalist vision of labour, work done abroad 
with the sole goal of personal enrichment does not really count 
as proper work. Unlike for Lukas’s generation, who were born 
and raised in an Estonia under Soviet rule, contemporary youth 
in Estonia grew up in an independent country. Even though they 
might be aware of the battles that were fought, Estonian inde-
pendence has been for them a given – a reality in which to build 
one’s life and live out its everyday material struggles. This is not to 
say that Lukas and his generation were idealists and that contem-
porary youth are realists, more that the leitmotiv has changed. 
Lukas’ lamenting today’s youth reflects this shift in attitudes. How-
ever, it is not the inconsiderate commentary of an Estonian public 
figure in his fifties that is of interest here. It is the other part of the 
comparison – the youth who are being treated as comfort-seek-
ers and as work-shy despite their hard work.

What this also shows is a lack of revolutionary ideals and 
political goals, for which contemporary youth would want to fight. 
There is no equivalent of the 1968 moment in Western Europe 
(and Czechoslovakia) or of 1989 for Eastern Europe.2 If, in the six-
ties and seventies, Western European youth were dreaming and 
fighting for an alternative societal organisation, taking inspiration 
from various streams of thought from Maoism to Situationism, 
so the youth in Soviet Estonia in the eighties fought for liberation 
from a foreign occupier and for a rather vague ideal of liberty that 
the West evoked in their minds.

However, contemporary youth no longer have a great 
goal to fight for in Estonia, as in other parts of the Western world. 
There is constant economic struggle and re-adaptation of state 
and welfare systems to keep up with the new ways of economic 

2 The choice of the year 1989 rather than 1991 to symbolise the dismissal 
of the Soviet regime also speaks of a change of rhetoric in which Estonian 
independence was not seen as a unique event in its own right but rather 
as one manifestation of a broader change in the former Eastern Bloc and 
Soviet Union.



94

Hopeless Youth!

globalisation. There is an adaptation to new situations of pre-
cariousness and in many parts of Western Europe people have 
accepted that the coming years will be economically worse than 
the recent past. The prospects for youth might be greater in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, although what this youth lack in all of 
Europe is the desire to fight for an ideal society, different to the 
present one.

Nonetheless, this does not mean that there are no goals 
worth fighting for. There is an on-going gender revolution (Esp-
ing-Andersen 2009). There is the fight for equal rights for sex-
ual and other minorities. Probably the biggest political challenge 
facing today’s youth is more likely to be global in nature: how to 
tackle economic and informational globalisation and the ecolog-
ical catastrophe looming in the human-defined geological era – 
the Anthropocene. The questions thus formulated seem to escape 
the ambit of the present political structures. In a recent interview, 
Michel Serres contended that we live in an age in which our insti-
tutions suffer an ideational vacuum. The 19th century saw many 
great ideologies (communism, nationalism, trade liberalism, etc.) 
compete each other; the 20th century did not find so many new 
ideologies but rather played out the ideologies for which the 
grounds had been laid in the 19th century (Serres, Obrist 2013). 
The new challenges have not yet been properly worded and a 
structure to answer them is not yet conceived. Many old-fash-
ioned idealists have a hard time seeing what they fought for being 
trivialised. This is the case with Lukas’ generation in Estonia. But it’s 
also the case with the tradition of critical thought in the Western 
world more broadly.3 So we live and strive for personal wellbeing 
while awaiting a new language with which to define the ideology 
and goals of this century.

•

3 See mainly: Bruno Latour, ‘Why has critique run out of steam? From 
matters of fact to matters of concern’. – Critical inquiry, 30, 2 (2004), 
225–248; Peter Sloterdijk, Sphären. Plurale Sphärologie: Band III: Schäume. 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004.
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Panu Lehtovuori1 

Conjunction I 

In 2004, movie director Sami Laitinen encountered young immi-
grants hanging in a shopping mall at Herttoniemi metro station in 
Eastern Helsinki. He invited them to work together, making videos 
about themselves. The project become a movie workshop where 
the immigrant youth intensively documented their own and their 
friends’ life in the city’s sprawling Eastern suburbs. 

At that time, Helsinki was becoming multi-cultural. Sec-
ond-generation immigrants were looking for their place in the city 
and society. They were not comfortable with the inherited fam-
ily and religious traditions but did not find the Finnish and Swed-
ish speaking official youth spaces welcoming either. They found 
themselves in-between: marginal and forgotten. 

1 The authors are writing a book on urban movements, youth activism and 
Oranssi ry. The book, co-authored by Timo Riitamaa, Hille Koskela, Aleksi 
Neuvonen and Lissu Lehtimaja, will be published by Into-kustannus in June 
2015.

Muutoksii. 
Second-generation 
Immigrants’ Movie 

Workshop in Helsinki
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However, the marginal position involved a promise of a 
fresh and pro-active role. Hertsiga’s self-generated video and 
movie workshop realized the promise, providing the participants 
an opportunity to find their own voice. Through the cycle of doc-
umenting, screening and discussing, the immigrant youth could 
create their own space and work with their in-between identity. 
The workshop was an unique idea, but it can be linked to a variety 
of social art practices, such as community theatre.

Self-organised platform: Oranssi’s “Hertsiga” 

While filming happened in actual sites in the city, other activities 
of the workshop required some facilities. Sami Laitinen and the 
young immigrants found a platform for their project at Oranssi’s 
self-organised youth space “Hertsiga”. 

Oranssi ry2 is one of Finland’s longest-standing urban 
movements. Since 1990, it has had an active role in shaping Hel-
sinki’s urban culture and cityscape. After the initial phase of squat-
ting buildings, Oranssi’s activists took the initiative to renovate old 
buildings and use them as self-directed urban cultural spaces. 
They also negotiated the use-right of derelict wooden buildings 
and renovated them to communal flats.

Oranssi’s activities represent a counter-force to the neg-
ative impression of youth and alternative street cultures. While 
many community members are uncomfortable with difference, 
uncertainty and the “unconforming other”, Oranssi’s young activ-
ists testify a commitment to act on behalf of their city and their 
residential environment. Oranssi’s public actions to save import-
ant buildings have changed the media landscape, portraying 

2 ry – registered association
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youth as “care-takers” and as an ethical voice in the contemporary 
urban society. 

Because of the visibility of the youth they are often under 
barrage from many regulatory practices (Malone 2002). In this 
context, Oranssi’s cultural spaces and communal housing projects 
can be seen as a “free zone”. Oranssi has developed a type of 
autonomous and self-directing politics and an urban do-it-your-
self culture, in which young people themselves can actively partic-
ipate to improve the shared environment, in creating urban space 
as an oeuvre (Lefebvre 1991). 

Conjunction II 

During the last couple of years, Hertsiga’s video workshop proj-
ect grew into a full-length movie Muutoksii. The film, which was 
premiered in April 2014 in Helsinki, tells about friendship, toler-
ance and courage to follow your own inner voice – it is about the 
importance of your own space and identity. 

The plot draws inspiration from the video workshop expe-
riences in 2004—2008. The boys from Herttoniemi, Antti (12) and 
Mohamed (12), are best friends. The family of Mohamed is from 
Somalia. Boys’ friendship is put to a test when something shocking 
and unexpected – a surprising conjunction of internal and exter-
nal, of different cultures and habits – happens. 

The story of the film reflects the actual conjunction at a 
shopping mall close to Herttoniemi metro station. It also leads to 
new spatial and identity formations, accelerating youth – now on 
the film screen. One of the starting point has been an import-
ant stage of life between childhood and puberty, reveals director 
Sami Laitinen. 

After premier Muutoksii has been the most seen Finnish 
movie in cinemas during year 2014 in Finland. School Cinema 
Association has launched the film as a pedagogical tool in schools. 
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The film provides various topics for discussion, introduces foreign 
cultures, offers the watcher powerful experiences and the chance 
to identify with the characters, and enhances one’s understanding 
of oneself and the surrounding world.

Muutoksii – Culture as a tool building identities

The movie Muutoksii3 can be seen as an extraordinary outcome 
and proof of the empowering and accelerating qualities of Orans-
si’s youth centres. Oranssi was always looking for new location, 
new place. Hertsiga, located for some years in empty shopping 
premise in Eastern Helsinki, provided for different encounters – a 
different conjunction of space and users – compared to the earlier 
spaces. Hertsiga was at a metro station, opening it to a very wide 
user-base; it was in the East where the presence of immigrants is 
much higher than in city centre or western neighbourhoods.  

Hertsiga provided an excellent and necessary open plat-
form, frequented especially by young immigrants. Oranssi was 
open and flexible enough for new initiatives, and the immigrant 
youth creatively used the opportunity. 

At the moment, Oranssi is renovating a new cultural cen-
tre in Valvomo, which is part of Suvilahti, an industrial area cur-
rently developed as a versatile cultural quarter. In this context, 
Valvomo will continue Oranssi’s tradition to rethinking the role of 
public space as a site of genuine youth culture, characterized by 
pluralism, tolerance and difference. Filming also continues, Sami 
Laitinen is currently working on a documentary film about Fuaad, 
who was one of the key characters on the film. 

•

3 Muutoksii (Changes) is the title of full-length movie by Sami Laitinen, 
based on the immigrant youth’s stories. Some of the members of Hertsiga’s 
movie workshop play in the movie. http://www.muutoksii.fi /.
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Rural areas of interior Spain differ greatly from the Spanish outly-
ing territories. The process of migration has generally been very 
long and intense in those regions and policies promoting rural 
development still fail to halt depopulation. This trend, on-going 
for over a century, has been already internalised by rural commu-
nities, which manifest a predisposition to migrate. As seen in my 
recent research in the province of Soria, migration has become a 
collective mood rather than an economic alternative. In short, the 
rural young seem to be born and to grow up knowing that they 
will emigrate.

These areas have suffered a historic intensive emigra-
tion process which varies regionally in quality and quantity. Rural 
people from a number of interior provinces (such as Soria, Ter-
uel, Palencia or Cuenca – to name but a few) moved away to live 
in major Spanish cities and coastal territories, especially since the 
mid-twentieth century (and in some cases, even earlier). Those 
areas needed workers due to tourism and industrial develop-
ment, and besides, much of the workforce was no longer needed 
in the countryside because of the mechanisation farm program 
promoted by the Francoist government. 

Rural Emigration as 
a Collective Mood 

in the Interior of Spain

José Martínez Sánchez
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For many generations, emigrants have been leaving these 
rural societies. Moreover, it seems that few of those who remain 
behind are fully convinced of their decision to do so; many of them 
only do so due to a sense familial obligation – an implicit sense of 
duty. This has been defining a social context in which more restless 
and ambitious people emigrate, while those who do not take this 
risk acquire the social status of resigned conformists. 

The obvious differences between rural and urban societ-
ies are not only made palpable and desirable by emigrants who 
return home for vacation and promote city living.  Young people 
realise those dissimilarities themselves when they have to move to 
larger cities or towns to study. Urban models are being accepted 
as the general standard, inducing rejection of the exceptionality of 
countryside life beyond the use of rural ideas as a ‘folk’ element to 
enhance otherwise urban identities. 

Globalisation and the urban-centric point of view of the 
media encourages this association of ideas, where city life equates 
to normality and rural life is viewed as somehow ‘weird’ or ‘odd’. 
Additionally, the increasingly widespread use of the Internet and 
social networking has opened an attractive window onto the 
diversity of life and development possibilities faraway from these 
rural towns and villages. Indeed it is easier for rural youth to iden-
tify with, and adopt, ways of life demonstrated by emigrants as 
opposed to those that are the norm within the social context of 
their hometowns.

In spite of that, recent neo-rural processes have been able 
to reverse these prevailing migration trends. Indeed, some peo-
ple reject the stressful over-activity of urban life and leave in order 
to enjoy the quiet routine of the countryside. Nevertheless, such 
tendency has appeared just in very specific rural areas, usually 
those territories that combine picturesque surroundings, good 
communication with cities and satisfactory services.

In an almost inertial way, young people have absorbed 
the thought of emigration as virtually inevitable after having been 
exposed to such ideas by older emigrants and by the media. 
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Parents understand perfectly that their children will leave, and 
they actually encourage them to do so. They want their children 
to be able to live life away the village that they could not, or dared 
not, leave. Therefore, the children assume that they will have a 
better life away from the village. 

The village is thus reduced to being a place to visit during 
holidays and a place where their parents will live out their old age 
alone. Beyond the environment tending to emigration and a his-
tory full of emigration stories, socioeconomic factors play a sig-
nificant role in fuelling these shifts. A lack of social services and 
employment opportunities is also driving rural youth to emigrate 
from their villages. 

On the one hand, there are limited graduate job oppor-
tunities and few possibilities for training in the rural environment 
where they live. Well-educated young people are rarely able to 
develop their careers if they stay close to home. On the other 
hand, there is a non-existent or scant supply of services in some 
of rural areas, which hinders or even prevents the satisfaction 
of basic needs and leisure. In a society like that of today, where 
more and more are demanding such services, rural young people 
have difficulty considering the idea of planning their lives in rural 
environments where this would require living indifferent to these 
needs or being forced to travel to meet them.

Ultimately, rural areas are where emigration is a tacit way 
of life – where it is understood and accepted as a matter of course. 
These rural landscapes make a hostile context for a rural youth 
which is more open-minded, gradually attaining a higher edu-
cational level and demanding more to meet its needs. These are 
young people who are looking towards the cities while accepting 
the emigration fate, which is, ironically, the heritage of their terri-
tory and their ancestors. 

•
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Feeling Stuck But Eager 
to Accelerate: 

Tourism and ‘Cuban Time’

Valerio Simoni

The touristic image of Cuba brings to the fore particular temporal 
horizons and notions of the passing of time. What tends to prevail 
when tourists imagine the island is the view of a place where time 
has stopped, or at least moves slowly. This vision might be starting 
to change these days, as the global media take up the reforms 
currently undertaken by President Raul Castro and the improve-
ment in relations with the United States government. Cuba seems 
on the verge, and speculation as to the new direction the country 
will take generates much interest. As far as tourists go, the idea of 
‘seeing Cuba before it changes’ has been circulating for at least 
a decade, and has even become part of marketing strategies to 
lure visitors to go there now before it is too late. Since my first stay 
in Cuba in 2005 for my doctoral research on encounters between 
foreign tourists and members of the Cuban population, up to my 
latest stay there in 2014, I met countless visitors who expressed 
this sense of urgency. In a kind of ‘salvage tourism’, people cher-
ished the idea of seeing, experiencing, and recording a country 
that had remained, allegedly, stuck in time since the 1959 Rev-
olution led by Fidel Castro. The vintage American cars that still 
circulated on the island seemed to epitomise this temporal hori-
zon, but so did the Buena Vista Social Club phenomenon or the 
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picturesque ‘old-Cuban-smoking-a-cigar’ that keeps making the 
cover of several tourist guidebooks. No doubt, visiting a place that 
is deemed not only distant in space but also in time can exert 
much fascination. The fact that material remnants of the past were 
still in use – “the 1950s Chevys are still running!” – seemed to work 
as tangible proofs of such time-lag. To this, tourists could add the 
socialist legacy, materialised here again in iconic fashion by the 
slogans and portraits of revolutionary heroes painted on walls and 
billboards across the island. What is more, the old protagonists of 
the Cuban Revolution were still holding the reins of the country. In 
today’s post-Cold War scenario, it is not hard to imagine how all 
these marks of a bygone era could evoke a temporal disjuncture 
with the rest of the world.

So what’s the time in Cuba? Has the clock of history stopped 
on this island? Obviously not, as anyone who has set foot on Cuba, 
has had a closer look around and thought a bit more seriously 
about these matters can easily confirm. From an anthropological 
perspective, the very notion of a place stuck in time seems absurd 
and even dangerous once we consider the strenuous efforts put 
into historicising human life and shattering any evolutionist idea 
of a great divide between Us and Them.  I do not wish to develop 
here a counter-narrative to show how Cuban society has always 
been changing and transforming: endless examples could be 
brought to support this claim and convince even the most scep-
tical tourist that life is moving on there too, as it always does in 
every part of the world. What I find more interesting and thought 
provoking, is to illustrate with a brief example how these particular 
notions of time and of the passage of time in touristic Cuba had 
also taken hold among some of the Cuban youth I encountered 
during my fieldwork, and informed some of their desires, aspira-
tions, and ways of being and relating with tourists.

The notion of a country stuck in time, where things never 
change, or where any change is in any case extremely slow, came 
up repeatedly in the course of my conversations with tourists and 
with young Cuban men and women who were used to spending 
much of their days in the visitors’ company. The reality of this state 
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of affairs was often exemplified via purposive references to the 
obsolete technology Cubans were having to relying on, to their 
‘lagging behind’ in terms, for instance, of mobile phones, com-
puters, and Internet use. While confronting me with this evidence, 
some of my Cuban friends suggested that perhaps, the next time 
I visited, I could bring along some such devices: a USB drive, a 
mobile phone, a laptop – any of those, even second-hand, would 
certainly come in handy, and represent an improvement. The first 
time I did so, however, I ended up causing much disappointment 
among my friends. Obviously, I had missed their point. Through-
out my life, I had never given too much importance to the latest 
hi-tech advances, feeling that what I needed was always already 
within my reach. Sceptical of any rush to get ‘the latest gadget’, I 
tended to despise such endeavours, and was somehow proud of 
sporting some technological relics, like my old fashioned mobile 
phone. No surprise then that the gift of one such phone to a Cuban 
friend caused no jubilation. Similarly, no one was really impressed 
with the USB drives I brought: their capacity was far too small, and 
they compared poorly with what people knew was available ‘out 
there’. 

Almost a decade has gone by since these first ‘failed’ pres-
ents. In the meanwhile I have learned that if I want to know about 
the latest development in hi-tech I can ask some of my Cuban 
friends, who will surely know better than me. While all this may 
seem rather anecdotal, I think that such eagerness to be ‘up to 
date’, to know and be part of technological progress, illustrates a 
deeper desire and aspiration to belong to a fast paced world from 
which several of my Cuban friends felt excluded. The feeling of 
being stuck in a country that ‘stood still’, of being denied the same 
opportunities they assumed others had, abroad, of not moving 
forward as you could, seemed to act as a powerful driving force to 
reach out, to get connected, to show one’s ability to live the con-
temporary, to assert, in other words, one’s aspiration and capacity 
to be a fully-fledged global subject, someone who could measure 
up to the task of living in an accelerated world.

•
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On the beach

The café does not have a name. Everyone refers to it as Sector 31, 
because this is the place on the city beach where it is located. The 
city is Batumi, a local holiday hotspot on the Georgian Black Sea 
coast. A small crowd of young employees, and an anthropologist, 
are sitting in the café on a warm summer night in August 2008.

We wait in eager anticipation for the bar to close for the 
night. While the last customer pays, some of us head for a nearby 
shop to buy ice-cold bottles of vodka, small plastic cups and a 
small assortment of breads, cheese and pickled herring. The 
goods are brought to a spot near the water where we use to sit, 
drink, eat and talk while enjoying the mild breeze coming in from 
the sea. When everyone is there we skinny-dip. The water does 
not meet us with a fresh scent of nature’s beauty, but with the 
heavy smells of the nearby oil harbor. Back on the beach, we are 
not sitting on fine-grained sand but on pebbles, relatively large 
ones actually. It doesn't matter – this is still a paradise.
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Short circuit

The summer is endless and the city is all there is. Until it isn’t so any 
longer. When the summer season is about to end, the vibrancy of 
the city ends with it. The beach that has just been everything is 
now doomed to be nothing. My friends know that. I know that. 
The youth from the capital know that. They stay longer at night 
to celebrate the last breaths of holiday. The rest of us get rest-
less. We soon resume our seemingly eternal paving around in the 
streets, on the lookout for possibilities that do not exist. Until the 
next summer season begins. It is like that every year. But never-
theless different this year.

In normal years, the transition from everything to noth-
ing is more seamless; the summer season slowly fades away as 
the number of tourists diminishes. This year is different. It is more 
abrupt. It all ends with the war. At first it is far away and difficult to 
imagine – Russians troops invading another region of the country. 
But it quickly moves closer and becomes eerily tangible. Lights are 
switched off, Georgian tanks move through the street, navy ships 
patrol the waters. Instead of looking at the illuminated dancing 
fountains in the evening, people begin looking up into the air, try-
ing to see or hear the Russian bombers who are rumored to be 
approaching. 

The city was made for experiences of optimism. It was 
changed to suit the image of a summer paradise – a material 
symbol in a high-modern vision of a new country emerging from 
the ashes of post-socialist chaos. But, the young people say, the 
changes made fail to symbolize what life is actually about off-sea-
son; a time marked by unemployment, lack of money, boredom, 
waiting, alcohol, drugs, a sense of depression. With the sudden 
darkness brought forth by the war, such experiences are ever 
more impending. The high-speed, vibrancy, carelessness, and 
optimism that were to have lasted for at least another month has 
been brutally short-circuited.
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Temporal margins

As the lights are switched back on by officials after the war has 
ended they have become hollow illuminations of something that 
is not really there anymore: spotlights on left-behind structures of 
cafés partly or completely dismantled; palm trees imported and 
planted on the shore, now increasingly torn to shreds by burgeon-
ing autumn storms. The season is over. Focus has moved else-
where. To the capital, to Europe, to an education, to an adult life 
that is the way adult life is supposed to be. To places and times that 
are anything, anywhere, and anytime but here. For some, such as 
the holiday workers from the capital, such ideas lead somewhere. 
For many of the local youth, however, they are ideas and visions 
without a map to follow. Waiting, here, is not a question of antici-
pation – it is for ‘Nothing’ rather than ‘Something’. This place is a 
margin, the edge of an abyss. The edge of a place, of politics, of 
social life. But most of all the edge of time. You cling to it knowing 
that if you fall there is nothing. Nothing. A place where time stands 
still while everywhere else it is moving forward. Towards a future.

See the illustration on page 467. 

•
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In Before Sunrise, the acclaimed 1995 film by Richard Linkla-
ter, an American man (Jesse) travelling Europe, and a French 
woman (Céline) on her way back to France, randomly meet on a 
train. They instantly feel interest for each other, decide to spend 
12 hours together in their transit stop Vienna before he catches 
the plain back to the US, and, as the day wanes, fall deeply in love 
with each other. 

The film, then followed by two sequels, was considered 
“intoxicatingly romantic” (the New York Times), and has since 
become one of the classic date movies.

A reason why we find such a peculiar (and short) love 
story so romantic might be that the special circumstances of their 
encounter create an exceptionally intimate space for the protag-
onists, which, however, is time-limited: they just have one night 
together before he takes his flight back to the US. In this sort of 
suspended time and unknown space (Vienna), they can express 
and explore their personalities and get to know each other with 
more intensity and spontaneity than they would if they knew 
they could meet over coffee the next day. In a reflection of this, 
the pair consciously avoids planning the future until the very last 

Love in Times 
of Low Cost

Caterina Bonora
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second – an act that would in fact destroy their magical isolation 
from the quotidian, banal world.

Love is portrayed here in its purest form liberated from the 
burden of everyday problems; it serves as a blank scenario to be 
filled with the lovers’ thoughts and personalities. Hence, it is love in 
the most modern sense: as an escape valve for the exasperating 
individualism of our times (Beck, Beck-Gersheim 1995). 

The increasing mobility of our globalised world has made 
such encounters as that of Céline and Jesse less exceptional, while 
more advanced and cheaper technology (Skype, low cost airfares) 
has rendered a follow up on them much more likely, thereby 
somehow institutionalising the (long) distance relationship. 

But technology has not deprived distant relationships of 
their ‘modern’ romanticism. Such relationships provide us and our 
(distant) partners with evasive moments, away from the hustle of 
ordinary life (ordinary life which we don’t completely share with 
our partner – if at all). They award us breaks from the partner’s 
physical presence, which allow us to cultivate love more mentally 
and leave us considerable space for idealisation. Finally, they give 
us at least the impression that we are able to pick and choose our 
partners from a broader variety of characters, cultures, languages 
and professions. Our modern needs for self-expression, variety 
and above all freedom seem to be fulfilled even more in distant 
relationships. 

And yet there is the other side of the coin. When I dis-
cuss such relationships with friends, we mention more frequently 
the hardship that such situations inevitably cause than its positive 
sides. It seems that, advantages notwithstanding, none of us has 
intentionally chosen to be in a long distance relationship: it would 
still be considered masochistic. Investing considerable amounts of 
time and money in trips, dedicating holiday time to visit your part-
ner, enduring the sudden pangs of jealousy and other awkward 
feelings that can sometimes arise from the physical absence of 
the loved one can be tough.
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So why do we do that? The truth is that freedom and vari-
ety are not the only answers. There is another, opposite need 
these relationships help us fulfil as well: that for security.

In our lives characterised by constant moving and lack of 
clear plans for the long term, we desperately need a “refuge in 
the chilly environment of our affluent, impersonal, uncertain soci-
ety, stripped of its traditions and scarred by all kinds of risk” (Beck, 
Beck-Gersheim 1995: 2). And it doesn’t matter so much that the 
refuge is itself distant, if it helps us gain at least some sort of inner 
stability. In fact, some of us move so frequently it would be impos-
sible for them to have a ‘normal’ relationship. 

So has technology finally helped us reconcile the two 
incompatible components of contemporary love: search for per-
sonal freedom and self-expression, and need for security and a 
protected space? Has the distant relationship model managed to 
solve this paradox?

Maybe it has, but only temporarily. In fact, the abovemen-
tioned conversations on distant relationships invariably end with 
“but it cannot go on like this forever”, “you must have some com-
mon plans for the future”. We still need to dream about some kind 
of future together, in the same place. We still need logistics, after 
all, as a remnant of our bourgeois past. 

Like Jesse and Céline, who, despite all efforts to leave plans 
out of their romantic oasis, at the last minute decide to meet again 
six months later. 

In fact, if we were sure they would never meet again, 
would we still find their story romantic?

•
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Many people believe that life speeds up as they become older. 
This perceived acceleration of the subjective experience of time 
across the lifespan has been known for at least 135 years (Janet 
1877, cited in Fraisse 1963). Any recent societal changes or techno-
logical advancements are therefore unlikely to be the main cause 
of the phenomenon. It is more probable that this effect is caused 
by a memory bias. 

In psychology, the subjective experience of time is 
examined with retrospective timing tasks that use either within-
subjects or between-subjects comparisons. For within-subjects 
comparisons, participants compare the passage of present 
time to the passage of time in the period in which they were 
approximately one-half or one-quarter of their present age. These 
within-subject comparisons consistently demonstrate that people 
believe that life speeds up as they become older. However, this 
belief is not only stated by middle-aged and older adults in these 
studies, but also by young adults, suggesting that people of all 
ages experience present time as passing more quickly than time 
in the past. 

Youth and the Subjective 
Experience of Time

Steve M. J. Janssen



114

Hopeless Youth!

Similarly, between-subjects comparisons also do not 
reveal age differences, except for the subjective experience of 
very long intervals. In Friedman and Janssen (2010, Exp. 2), 1766 
Dutch participants, who were between 16 and 80 years old, 
rated the passage of six intervals (usually, next hour, previous 
week, previous month, previous year, and previous 10 years) on 
scales, ranging from ‘very slowly’ to ‘very fast’. Most participants, 
including the young adults, indicated that time passed quickly 
for them. Most responses were ‘fast’ or ‘very fast’ (78.7%), only a 
few were ‘slow’ or ‘very slow’ (3.2%). Age correlated well with the 
10-year interval, but poorly with the other intervals. 

According to the time pressure account, the belief that 
life speeds up as one becomes older is caused by the relation 
between the subjective experience of time and perceived time 
pressure and by the difference in how well people remember 
recent and remote instances of time pressure. People are able 
to recall many specific instances of recent time pressure but have 
difficulties recalling specific instances of time pressure from the 
period in which they were half their present age. They can easily 
recall that they were late for a meeting last week or almost had 
missed a deadline last month, but such experiences are more 
difficult to recall from the distant past. The ability to recall recent 
instances of time pressure coupled to the inability to recall remote 
instances of time pressure leads people to underestimate how 
busy they were in the past. Most people therefore think that they 
are currently busier than they had been in the past. 

In Janssen, Naka, and Friedman (2013), 868 Japanese 
participants, who were between 16 and 80 years old, not only 
rated the passage of time on six intervals but also rated how 
busy they were presently and how busy they had been 10 years 
ago. Nearly all participants indicated that time passed quickly for 
them. Most responses were ‘fast’ or ‘very fast’ (72.7%), hardly any 
responses were ‘slow’ or ‘very slow’ (5.4%), and age correlated with 
the passage of the 10-year interval but not with the passage of 
the other intervals, thus replicating earlier findings. Furthermore, 
time passage on the shorter intervals correlated with present 
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time pressure, whereas time passage of the previous 10 years 
correlated with past time pressure. Most participants indicated 
that they presently experienced more time pressure than they 
had in the past, but there was a discrepancy across age groups 
between present and past time pressure, suggesting that people 
underestimated past time pressure. 

Although many people believe that life speeds up as they 
become older, the studies discussed here suggest that there are 
hardly any age differences in the subjective experience of time. 
The time pressure account can explain why also adolescents and 
young adults report that time is currently passing faster than it 
did in the past. According to the account, the passage of time is 
related to time pressure and people tend to underestimate past 
time pressure. Young adults give the highest ratings of present 
time pressure, but early adulthood is given the lowest past time 
pressure ratings, suggesting that, although adolescents and 
young adults might feel that time is currently passing quickly for 
them, they will in 20 or 30 years have forgotten how busy they 
currently are and will think then that time will pass more quickly 
than it does now. 

•
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Risks and Pleasures 
in the Youth 

Activist Scenes in 
Contemporary Russia1

Elena Omelchenko and 
Anna Zhelnina

The article focuses on the specificities of risky practices and accep-
tance of risk among youth involved in various activist scenes in 
contemporary Russia. These practices are studies in the context of 
emotional, sensual, and bodily aspects of participation in protest 
activities and solidarities. Such an analytical turn is based on the 
empirical observations in cultural and political youth scenes. How-
ever, the academics literature on risk activities of youth is predom-
inantly focusing on acceptance and dealing with risk in the context 
of illegal or harmful consumer practices, or sexual behaviour (early 
pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases) with focus on gender. 
Realizing the significance of such studies, however, it is no less 
important to turn to the analysis of bodily and sensual side of inclu-
sion into group activities and acceptance of subcultural obligations 
connected with risk. This is especially important in the situation of 
tension and confrontation in the social and political domain, which 

1 The results of the project “Youth Solidarities and Generations of XXI Centu-
ry: Meaning of Labor and Consumption”, carried out within the framework of 
the Basic Research Program at the National Research University Higher School 
of Economics (HSE) in 2014, are presented in this work.



Hopeless Youth!

120

Accelerated Youth?

lead to the development of new forms of youth solidarities and 
everyday policies staged in the cultural and activist scenes within 
the leisure time which is changing its meaning and boundaries 
significantly.

The article contains three parts, first introducing the the-
oretical base of the approach, then bringing in empirical data, and, 
finally, formulating conclusions and discussion.

The basic theoretical concepts are:

– The concept of youth solidarities is used to describe the contem-
porary forms of sociality, intra- and intergroup communications of 
youth communities. The approach helps understanding why and 
how communities are shaped, what core values they are built upon, 
and what situations are more likely to mobilize and actualize them. 
Special attention is paid to the sensual and emotional inclusion in 
the ‘collective body’, supported by shared values and goals of the rel-
evant youth scene.

– Risk theories, dealing with acceptance and management of risks 
and their interplay with group values and practices of youth involved 
in various protest activities. 

The empirical part of the article is based on the research 
projects implemented at the Center for Youth Studies (National 
Research University – Higher School of Economics in St. Petersburg). 
In the focus of analysis are three different types of solidarities that 
were observed during research conducted in three activist scenes: 
nationalist urban sport practice “Russian Run”; an anarchist com-
munity; and the youth movement “All Houses – Nashi”. The com-
plementarity of risks and pleasures were observed in all three cases.

Compulsion to solidarities?

The solidarity approach offers an alternative to the existing subcul-
tural, postsubcultural and other approaches to analyzing the youth 
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cultures and cultural practices (Pilkington, Omelchenko 2013). It 
focuses on the new forms of sociality among Russian youth, specific 
order of intra- and intergroup communications. The latter are seen 
as the most significant for shaping and shared by the insiders group 
identities and establishing the boundaries between insiders and out-
siders (enemies). 

The term ‘solidarities’ is proposed “to denote affective inter-
group ties that ensue from cultural innovation and practices that 
cut across stylistically, symbolically or ideologically oriented youth 
groups” (Pilkington, Omelchenko 2013: 216). Solidarities are formed 
through cultural practices, including consumer practices; but unlike 
the subcultural consumption we can observe “broader consumer 
niches and identities such as the middle-class, post-’glamour’ ‘hip-
ster’ identity” (ibid.). Solidarities approach allows capturing the 
flexible and dynamic nature of contemporary youth sociality. The 
forming social groupings can be very diverse in their features, be cul-
tural or ideological, stable or situational, but they involve generat-
ing identities and establishing boundaries based on communication 
and shared practice. It is essential to this approach that (although 
collective identification can be important) it prioritises the personal 
pleasures that participants find in their collective activities; unique 
personal experience and development is seen as core motivation and 
driving force of the solidarities. This individual dimension is inter-
twined with the collective one.

The concept of solidarity allows deriving the new ways of 
theorizing the youth culture from the empirically observed cultural 
practices of youth by paying attention to communications, in which 
cultural strategies take shape. Thus we can avoid the strict division 
between subcultures and mainstream. The emphasis on the senses 
of group communication as central element of group belonging and 
identity reveals the role of involvement in cultural practices in shap-
ing direct or mediated solidarities. These communicative bonds are 
not attached to particular styles or obligatory group norms, they 
develop around cultural innovations and practices, and can embrace 
stylistically, symbolically, and ideologically different youth groups 
by the means of shared reference points. Intragroup communication 

Risks and Pleasures in the Youth Activist 
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includes not only talks and shared senses and contexts, but also non 
verbal practices of the insiders, close bodily bonds, shared meeting 
places, music, dance, style of acting and talking, as well as specific 
humour.

Using the solidarity approach can show the importance of 
the sensual, bodily involvement, as well as the after-effects of the 
inclusion, which can both stimulate intensification of the inclusion 
and push out of the group. For instance, to analyse the risky prac-
tices in the framework of the “Russian run” we used the results of 
the older projects showing the trend of sportisation of youth spaces. 
In big cities young people develop new practices of reshaping and 
reappropriating the urban space, changing its meaning and function 
(tracers, skaters). The development of the post sport practices shows 
the transformation within the cultural scenes that now include the 
risky exotics. The urban space can be inhabited ad appropriated 
though performances, flash mobs, new activist projects. The ‘adult’ 
urban games are also becoming more popular: street-racing (appro-
priation of urban roads a night), fight clubs (practices of ‘natural’ 
fight in urban parks and recreational areas), night and day ‘watches’ 
(looking for hidden ‘treasures’, changing the function of urban build-
ings and open spaces), urban travellers (competitions of navigating 
the urban space), runs (ideologically loaded, illegal sport demon-
strations, recently with increasing amount of nationalist patriotic 
slogans). Protest activism and demonstrations taking over the urban 
public space are also a specific form of appropriating the city. 

One of the important findings of our recent research project 
is that the popularity of anti-capitalist views and practices acts as a 
stimulus for solidarisation of youth across different social groupings. 
These findings can be illustrated by the case study of anarchist soli-
darity in St. Petersburg. The anticapitalist views take diverse shapes: 
from cultural and symbolic resistance to active protest actions and 
demonstrations. Public protests become a combination of symbolic 
(ritual) and real resistance. 

The growth of protest demonstrations in many European 
countries in 2011–2013 has made protest and alternative an import-
ant topic for the youth studies agenda. Protests, contracultural and 
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subcultural activities are bond with pleasure (civic, aesthetical). The 
spectrum of political identities is broad: from ironic glamourisation 
of public protest (art-group ‘Voina’, Ukrainian initiative ‘Femen’, 
Russian ‘Will Tear Apart for Putin’, many of them involving gen-
dered performances) to nationalist and patriotic sport movements 
(“Russian Run” or “Putin’s fight club”). 

One of the core elements of the new youth solidarities is the 
personal participation and pleasure of not only being a part of col-
lective of insiders, but also the pleasure of unique personal experi-
ence and development of own skills.

From risk as uncertainty to risk as civic pleasure

In this paper we only focus on the risks and pleasures in the context 
of activism, though the broad spectrum of risks and pleasures can 
be found in everyday lives of young people in a variety of social con-
texts. Voluntary choice of risks associated with the group identity 
becomes and obligation participants of youth activities and solidar-
ities have to accept.

The study of risks traditionally goes back to the works of 
Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991), theorizing the global, environmen-
tal, geopolitical risks as a reality of modern societies. The uncer-
tainty and anxiety provoked by the development of science and 
technology let Beck speak of “risk society” (Beck 1992). Anticipation 
of risks and risk management on various levels has become common 
in contemporary societies: from suggestions to control dangerous 
(chemical, atomic) industries to various campaigns for healthy life-
style to strengthening the control of criminality. The interests of the 
least protected social groups (children, adolescents, elderly) often 
take an important place in these discourses.

Another approach to studying risks is more appropriate for 
our purposes in this chapter, since it shifts from the global level to 
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the level of everyday life. E.g. Mary Douglas analyzes the differences 
in perceptions of risk in various societies from the anthropological 
perspective (Douglas 1992). In the framework of youth studies the 
topic of risks has attracted enough attention, but focused mainly on 
consumer practices, leisure, sex and health. Some directions of anal-
ysis are useful for interpretation of the three case studies selected 
for this paper.

D. Lupton develops the ideas of M. Foucault about self-con-
trol and self-regulation of individuals, as well as refers to tactics of 
resistance to the compulsory state discourses. Some individuals, 
according to Lupton, fight the self-control and regulation by accept-
ing voluntary and active risk, for instance, emerging in extreme 
sports – rafting, freefall parachuting, rock-climbing. To take the risk 
in this case is an essential part of self-realization, and avoiding risk – 
as a limitation of personal development. Acceptance of risk becomes 
the underside of modernity, a response to the strengthening of the 
external control and the facilitation of self-control (Lupton 1999: 
184).

Most of the works addressing the risky side of the youth life 
analyze the acceptance of risks and risk management in the con-
text of drug and alcohol consumption (Hunt, Evans, Kares 2007; 
Hunt, Moloney, Evans 2009; Griffin, Bengry-Howell, Hackley, Mis-
tral, Szmigin 2009). Authors analyze the processes of negotiation 
between control and risk and acceptance of risk in club cultures, and 
show that young people explain the potential risk by compensation 
through pleasure. Research shows that the awareness of potential 
harm from drugs and alcohol is high, but doesn’t influence the deci-
sion making significantly.

A research of risky behaviour and risk awareness among 
students (Cook, Bellis 2001) has shown that high awareness doesn’t 
necessarily lead to the lower level of risk behaviour. On the contrary, 
the people aware of risks are even more likely to become risk takers 
and risk lovers than those who are not informed of potential conse-
quences. In those youth communities where risk practices become 
part of group identity the individuals are less concerned about the 
risks than about the increasing the associated pleasures.
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The narratives of risk and of pleasure are usually mixed, 
as our studies have shown. Young people use diverse strategies of 
minimizing risks and maximizing pleasure, and specificities of the 
cultural scene, communications, inclusion of drug use practices in 
the everyday life (Pilkington, Sharifullina 2009) shape the cultural 
contexts of those strategies. 

As Bergmark and Oscarsson put it in their study of risk accep-
tance in alcohol use, there is a significant difference between general 
(risk to other individuals) and personal (risk to oneself) risk (Berg-
mark, Oscarsson 1992). For instance, a Swedish study has shown that 
when the general risk of alcoholization is perceived as significant, 
the personal risks can be neglected (Sjöberg 1998). 

Inclination for risk according to many authors studying the 
youth work is strongly connected to material and cultural contexts, 
resources and role models, as well as to the degree of the sense of 
belonging and inclusion of young people into the networks of sup-
port and recognition (Jessor 1984; Schoon, Bynner 2003). Scholars 
focus on such issues as smoking, early pregnancy, school expulsion, 
antisocial behaviour, social deprivation and its reproduction through 
family practices (Sharland 2006). 

It is often claimed that it is important to observe young peo-
ple as agents of their own lives, pursuing their own goal and having 
their own ways to do it, acting within their specific social, material, 
cultural and rational worlds. It is essential to reveal the contexts of 
risk acceptance by studying the features of the risk culture emerging 
in each group and its specific ways of routinisation of risks. Espe-
cially significant in the process of risk normalization and acceptance 
are the groups of peers, where they come together with search for 
social identities, status, prestige, or as a key to become an ‘insider’. 
Risk acceptance is integrated into the personal developments, there-
fore we should avoid the a priori problematisation of it, but start 
seeing risk acceptance as routine and even a desired component of 
life and development of youth.

An important dimension essential for the understanding of 
risk in youth cultures is its relationship with pleasure. Pleasure and 
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hedonism are often the main perspective of consumer studies as 
such. As Maffesoli (1996) put it, in Western societies sensuality and 
emotions are essential for communities and belonging. Sulkunen 
(1997) adds that the ‘beautiful life’ standards are imposed on soci-
eties where personal happiness and pleasure become core values. 
Consumer society is built upon the consumer preferences and indi-
vidual right – or obligation – to seek pleasure. Interestingly, at the 
same time leisure gets politicized (Riley, More, Griffin 2010). Imper-
ative of pleasure and high value of the leisure time in contemporary 
societies can be sometimes understood as an alternative to, or even 
rejection of political participation. However, a promising direction 
for analysis is proposed by S. Riley, Y. More and Ch. Griffin (2010) in 
their work on the ‘pleasure citizen’, a concept which allows linking 
the pleasures and personal interests of the individualized citizens to 
the political sphere and political participation.

 Studying leisure practices and dance scenes in the South 
England the authors find that the leisure spaces can act as spaces 
of production of new forms of political participation. This work is 
therefore a rare example of analyzing risk and pleasure beyond the 
usual schemes of non-normative consumption. According to the 
study, the participants of the dance scene create a local informal 
space of autonomy, celebrating community, sociality, and hedonism. 
Collective participation is a substantial base of belonging, commu-
nity building, and subjectivation, based on hedonism, sociality, play, 
and pleasure. In this process the participants can feel free and inde-
pendent, which allows the authors to speak of it as political partici-
pation. Political participation is shifting from the traditional public 
domain to the local and informal level, to the everyday life of youth. 
Citizenship therefore also shifts from the domain of employment 
and state to the domain of leisure, thus shaping new neo-liberal sub-
jectivity – the ‘pleasure citizen’. 

In economic and consumerist discourses on leisure it is 
important exclusively as a space of consumption (Haste 2004); how-
ever, when leisure is used to go beyond the boundaries of commer-
cial activities (through emotions, bodily practices, rituals, senses) or 
state approved practices (drug use, creation of illegal parties), then 
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it becomes a key feature for identity building. Identity in this case 
is not static, but dynamic and changeable, based not on profession, 
employment, and consumption of material values. 

Within the grassroots political activities the sense of lei-
sure is reinterpreted. Practices of communication shape new rules, 
norms, and responsibilities; risks and pleasures of being part of a 
common deed can shift the concept citizenship from its economic 
form, consumer, to the pleasure citizen. Therefore, studying the 
risky and hedonistic practices of youth can help distinguishing new 
alternative forms of subjectivity.

The short overview of the theoretical approaches allows us 
to formulate several assumptions for the analysis of the empirical 
data:

1. Pleasure as motive, as expected effect of participation in risky 
practices and as element of solidarity should become a topic for 
studies of protest activities; 

2. Participation in risky practices is one of the key elements of shap-
ing individual identity and collective solidarity, and potential plea-
sure is an important motive for joining the activities and receiving 
new lived and sensed experience;

3. Voluntary acceptance of risks associated with solidarity or subcul-
ture, initiation and routinization of risk practices establish the emo-
tional shared group identity and become part of the subculture’s/
solidarity’s capital.

Now we shall turn to the analysis of risks and pleasures in 
case studies of youth activities in reed efferent segments of youth 
protest participation in contemporary Russia. Research was con-
ducted with participant observation and in-depth interviews12. The 
initiatives studies represent the diverse parts of the spectrum of 

2 The studies were conducted at the Center for Youth Studies in 2011–2013. 
Daria Litvina made research among the anarchists, Alexei Zinoviev studied the 
Russian Run, Natalia Fedorova studied “Nashi”. 60 in-depth interviews were 
conducted in the framework of the MYPLACE project (Memory, Youth, Political 
Legacy And Civic Engagement) (FP7-266831) 2011–2015.
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contemporary youth activism in Russia, and are different in their sus-
tainability, proximity, and strategies of risk management. ‘Russian 
Run’ represents the right-wing ideology, a situational and flexible 
kind of solidarity based on taking eventual risks during the actions. 
‘Anarchists’ represent the anticapitalist solidarities, and involves 
accepting risk as everyday routine. ‘Nashi – All Houses’ stands for 
the centrist, pro-Kremlin youth movements, state-sponsored and 
loyal to the existing regime, which still involves risk taking. ‘Russian 
Run’ initiative can be seen as a part of a broader solidarity sharing 
nationalistic values and campaigning for healthy life style (among 
such initiatives as ‘Fight Club’ and others). The community of anar-
chists studied is also a part of a broader solidarity, which has its 
internal differences as well (following the ‘straight edge’ lifestyle or 
not, for example), but sharing the value of ‘correct life’ and anarchist 
and anti-capitalist core ideas. ‘Nashi-All Houses’ are also just one 
example in the ‘ocean’ of youth initiatives loyal to the regime and 
gathering for common activities (such as rallies to support the gov-
ernment or the ‘Seliger’ summer camp).

Risks and pleasure in the “Russian Run”

Unlike more stable solidarities, Russian Run is situational, attached 
to events, and this character influences the specificities of inclusion 
of its participants into collective risk-laden practices. RR is based 
on sport and performance of the ‘natural’ type, and shares anti-im-
migrant and nationalistic values. Mobilization and recruitment took 
place in social networks, the ‘runs’ themselves were usually dedicated 
to celebrations, memorial days or days-off3. People of different ages 
participated in the runs, but first of all the participants were young 
people. Informants explained the goals and sense of the actions as 

3 Past tense is used due to the decrease in the movement’s activity; some of 
the leaders were pursued by police in the framework of extremism and illegal 
protest activity elimination.
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a wish to publicly demonstrate their shared values: spiritual and 
physical power and endurance of Russians, promotion of patriarchal 
values, sober lifestyle, strength and power of the Imperial past of 
Russia. The apex of movement’s activities was observed in 2012 and 
corresponded with the general awakening of civic activism in Russia. 

Inclusion in the Russian Run

The participants would usually gather at one of the subway stations. 
A novice found himself in a symbolically marked space: a group of 
young people in sport clothes with slogans “Russian means sober”, 
“I’m Russian”, “Good night, smoking woman!” (as a reference to the 
famous antifa-graffiti “Good night, White Pride!”) would meet him 
there. Often the participants would hold a lot of imperial flag, con-
temporary Russian flag, Belorussian and Ukrainian flags, etc. 

The majority of runners were novices experiencing fears and 
uncertainty, not knowing what to do and what to expect from the 
others. 

The level of risk depended on the inclusion into ideological 
context and on the experiences of communication in an unfamiliar 
social space:

I was lucky to come to a very good run. There were about 
230 people. And it was jitters. What will happen? Will 
there be police? Will they take hold of us? And the distance 
was huge, 6 kilometres or so. I thought I won’t make it. Will 
die half way … well, we made an organized column, and 
ran. And they started shouting ‘Russian means sober’. And 
it was like a wild charge of emotions, absolutely wild. I was 
very inspired, because I felt I was among the people who 
understood me, at least at some extent. We’re different, we 
do different things, we have different lifestyles, but what 
unites us is that we are, or we strive to be strong, sober, be 
useful to the nation. And it was wild of course. (М, 23)

According to the informants, after the first fear passed and was rou-
tinized, the pleasure of ‘being among the likes of oneself’, pleasure of 
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belonging and solidarity, became the main feeling. The values of the 
solidarity were visualized as slogans, mottos on the t-shirts, flags, 
making this solidarity sensible and visible (as opposed to the virtual 
solidarities online). Russian Run is a public action which includes 
appropriation of urban space and creating own meaning of the space 
and action (running as a symbol of sport accessible to everyone, slo-
gans in favour of nationalism and healthy lifestyle, squatting in a 
round symbolizing unity). Publicity and the idea of showing some-
thing to the public was very important for the informants:

… it is a specific protest action. It is a protest action 
against alcoholization of society. I want to give a personal 
example of what is possible to do. And simply running in t 
he park – it is only for yourself, and here you can show to 
the passers-by that there is hope, that not all the youth is 
just dumb. (М, 21)

It is almost impossible to predict what kind of reaction would follow 
from the viewers. For instance, Russian Run would act as a provo-
cation during the popular events in the city, when the participants 
would run among the intoxicated youth, or would start yelling “Beer 
is a swill for morons!” near people drinking beer or near the stu-
dent shop where young people by alcohol. There was always a risk 
of negative of aggressive reaction. The risk increased when the 
action involved some symbols allowing different interpretations 
(for instance, imperial flag which could be interpreted as ‘German’, 
‘Nazi’, ‘nationalistic’). Recently the risks increased due to the coun-
teraction of the police.

The study has shown that the informants took pleasure in 
the vividness of their action, of making their values and ideas vis-
ible, of challenging the ‘others’ (be it representatives of other eth-
nic groups, or alcohol, tobacco or drug users), of being among the 
likes. Appropriation of urban spaces and changing the meaning of 
the space and events were also a source of positive emotions (for 
instance, the runs took place on New Year’s Day, on Victory Day, or 
during the ‘Scarlet Sails' festival for the school graduates).

… we ran through the crowd of young people, there was the 
whole city. We ran along Nevsky prospect, and the people 
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would spread. We shouted our slogans. And they were all 
drunk already, naturally. But no one said a bad word to 
us. Yeah, some alcoholics were giggling, like ‘What you’re 
trying to achieve with this?’ and things like that. But the 
majority of people applauded, of course. And it was just an 
enormous feeling. (М, 25)

On the basis of these observations we can assume that the risks and 
pleasures remain intertwined on different levels of inclusion into 
the community. For the first stage (entrance to the community) the 
predominant feeling is fear and suspicion towards the ‘others’, the 
fear is then compensated through pleasure of belonging to a specific 
solidarity. Further involvement and participation in public actions 
are connected with new types of risks and pleasures: risk of being 
‘misunderstood’ by the viewers (ambiguousness and obscurity for 
the interpreters of the symbols used during the actions), and the 
pleasure of social approval of the activities; risks during the appro-
priation of urban space and the pleasure of getting power over it, 
emotional ‘charge’; risk of challenging the traditional senses of the 
events, and the pleasure of promoting own ideas and values; risk 
from challenging the state power and the pleasure of resistance (or 
approval, which also took place when representatives of the city 
administration evaluated the action positively). 

“The important thing is that we live correctly!”

The perception of risk among young people involved in anarchist 
solidarity is linked to the core idea of the solidarity: aversion of the 
power in any form and ‘anti-‘ practices4, therefore risk as obligation 
comes with the cultural choice.

4 Extensive analysis of the anarchist solidarity and the everyday practices of 
the community can be found in the paper (Литвина, Омельченко 2013).
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Some informants calmly accepted the perspective of being 
arrested (‘well, we will serve the sentence and will be out’); they 
explained this acceptance by the correlation of the significance of 
the deed and the term of the detention. For many of them the term, 
the arrest and detention (at least rhetorically) are an acceptable 
price for activism. For instance, such a view was observed by the 
researcher when the informants discussed the action and the arrest 
of the Pussy Riot group. Being arrested was not perceived as risk 
practice, but as a part of the everyday. The main source of threat is 
the police (the ‘E-center’, a division aiming to fight extremism) and 
the ‘nationalists’.

The spectrum of pleasures includes ‘mental’, spiritual rather 
than sensual and bodily pleasures of belonging to the group living 
the proper life and sharing the good values, of following idea and 
living properly. 

… well our ideas are correct. I think that when you come to 
such thoughts, you can’t just turn them down. How can you 
turn down the idea that police is shit, or the state is shit, 
well how can you, if you already came to this? You can’t. 
(F, 23)

Anarchy for the informants was the best way of social organiza-
tion which can avoid repression, discrimination and oppression. 
Therefore they don’t feel marginal, but rather interpret their views, 
life, and role in the society as the apex in development of human 
worldview. 

Interviewer: What do you feel when you participate in 
such actions? 

Informant: I feel that I’m not alone. In such moments I 
understand that not everybody is dumb. That people can 
do something, that we can not only act ourselves, but 
also show others that we need to fight, that we can do 
something. Not just sit on our hands and say ‘Yeah, I have 
a 12-hours work day, I'm so tired’. F…, you can create 
normal working conditions, well yeah, there are just a few 
people who aren’t afraid to go out and protest. And before 
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the elections people were just so afraid, there was f… lot of 
people, yeah […]. And in such actions I realized – what the 
f…? What the f… sitting? Well, we are, and we will go to 
jail, so what? We sit there and we’ll be out. And then go out 
again… (F, 19)

Especially risky are the criminalized practices, such as shoplifting 
and disorderly conduct. The practice of shop stealing (in the native 
terminology ‘taking out’) can be interpreted as a form of obligatory 
demonstration of anti-capitalist and anti-consumerist behaviour. 
On the other hand, obviously, these practices are a source of plea-
sures – pleasure of being cool and independent, as well as bodily 
pleasures, too (as the study has shown, the informants ‘take out’ 
quite expensive products, cosmetics, and alcohol). 

The pleasure and joy of belonging to the community is 
strengthen by the emotional ‘charge’ of becoming a part of true life 
and becoming a broadcaster of good ideas, turning people in the new 
‘faith’. For the participants of the anarchist solidarity it was import-
ant not to be lonely with their ideas: for instance, the informants 
told the story of hoe glad they were to meet ‘an average citizen’ 
who eats no meat, is active in the trade union, volunteers for NGOs. 
They were generally very positive about any grassroots organization 
independent from the state, market, or ‘adults’. The informants also 
find their pleasure in the ability to organize something without the 
intrusion of some external formal organizations.

According to some informants, the image of anarchist and 
revolutionary became fashion; therefore many people are attracted 
by the paraphernalia and not by the idea. Some of the practices of 
the ‘real’ anarchists, however, required secrecy. Therefore they can 
conceal their real names, or the fact of participation in actions 
(sometimes even the approved actions, for instance, the animal 
protection activities); they also use technology to protect the infor-
mation on computers, mask their faces during the actions, use fake 
names and pictures on social networks, transmit the information 
on the locations and time of the actions (seminars, festivals) only 
in personal communication. Some participants feel these measures 
are necessary, but the majority considers this secrecy as a tradition 
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and symbolic way of demonstrating one’s belonging to the anar-
chist solidarity. These practices are identification signals and part of 
the fascinating game, and can be accompanied by strong feeling of 
exclusiveness, revolutionary challenge, independence and strength.

Anarchist identity is not a subcultural belonging, but a 
biographical strategy; it also shapes specific regimes of pleasure 
in everyday life based on self-organization and control over the 
everyday practices. The control of everyday includes avoiding any 
competition (up to turning down competitive games), participation 
in DIY practices and non-monetary practices of exchange and free 
giving, squatting, hitch hiking. The informants take pleasure in the 
non-commercialized life: 

… In principle, I understand now, that just any job is not 
for me. I like cutting and colouring hair. I like to make 
piercing. I like to make photographs. But I understand that 
when I do it for money, then it goes into commerce, and I 
don’t want it anymore. I mean even the things I like, I don’t 
like to make money on my hobbies. (F, 22)

Having observed the risk practices and sensual and spiritual plea-
sures of ‘good life’, as well as emotional experiences of belonging to 
the ‘insiders’, we can assume that the activist project of the studied 
anarchist scene creates the ‘pleasure citizen’.

Risks and pleasures of the street politics

Youth pro-Kremlin movement “Nashi” was famous for mobilizing 
crowds of young people at street actions, bringing participants from 
the regional cities to Moscow (organized bus tours were an opportu-
nity for young people to visit the capital for free, and participate in 
the rallies supporting the ruling power). The mass demonstrations 
of “Nashi”, however, were always approved by the authorities and 
supported by them, the only opponent of the movement being the 
‘opposition’ to the ruling power. Despite the fact the participants of 



135

Risks and Pleasures in the Youth Activist 
Scenes in Contemporary Russia

Elena Omelchenko and Anna Zhelnina

the actions were protected and supported by the police, the infor-
mants still spoke about a variety of spontaneous and unexpected 
risks of the street politics. 

During the rallies in the period December 2011 – May 2012 
a confrontation of the pro-Kremlin projects and the oppositional 
youth became especially visible, young people appeared on both 
‘sides of the barricades’ on the squares of Russian cities (mostly in 
Moscow and St. Petersburg).

The motivation of participants of “Nashi” actions is signifi-
cantly different from the voluntary choice of protest practices in the 
two cases described above. It is interesting that the risks accepted by 
the participants of street rallies are explained not only through the 
pleasure of joining a crowd, joining a collective body and action, but 
also through the idea of ‘defending the fatherland’. 

The informants from “Nashi” saw the main source of risk in 
the activities of the oppositional youth. The following quote comes 
from the interview with a young woman, who acted as organizer of 
mass tours to the “Nashi” rallies from St. Petersburg to Moscow:

… You know, when the elections were over, we went to 
Moscow, and there was opposition. Then we set down 
and we realized, that everything is peaceful now… that 
we won’t have anything like it anymore, that it was such 
a cool time despite all the difficulties. I mean difficulties 
like danger, that you stand against some Nazis, who… they 
even threw stones at us, 10 ruble coins, into the face, and 
they’re heavy…

Interviewer: When did it happen? 

Respondent: On the 7th of May, they tear apart our cards, 
they threw it in our face, I have it all on my camera. And 
you realize, that anything can come at you. And I brought 
such guys, they weren’t ready for it. They knew they are 
going out to support Putin, but they weren’t ready for 
aggression. And I say, the police will now come and t  hey 
don’t care if you’re from “Nashi” or not, they have the 
same rules to kick you out. The only thing is that they will 
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let you out if you say that you’re for Putin, that you have 
the ribbon for Putin, and the others will have problems. 
[…] and when we went there in February, there was 
something on Bolotnaya square, there it was ok, the police 
held them well. But we always went for it, we understood 
we could get in the forehead, but the guys were interested 
in that, because it was something … like step over your fear 
and feel heroism, that’s what they went out for… (F, 23)

Conclusion and discussion

The presence of risk in contemporary societies, the unpredictability 
of external situations and impossibility for an individual to control 
global, geopolitical, ecological risks doesn’t diminish the importance 
of studying the specific risks of young people in the communities 
they belong to. The article focused on the voluntary accepted risks 
that become an obligation for participants of youth activities and 
solidarities. Every of the cases described in the article are parts of a 
culturally specific scene of political activism, and these parts are in 
the situation of tension towards each other. The analysis performed 
above allows us to formulate a typology of risks and pleasures of 
politically active youth scenes. 

Situational and performative risks and ‘novice’ risks

Involvement into situational and eventual activist and protest prac-
tices can be accompanied by specific risks for ‘novices’. These risks 
can be caused by not knowing norms and rules of the community, 
absence of skills of reacting at the attitudes of the outsiders. This 
can also be unexpected and unpredictable risks. If fears and anxiety 
of the first inclusion are not routinized and conceived, the person 
will most probably leave the group. The trial through risk is com-
pensated by the sensual and emotional pleasure of being part of the 
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collective body and is accompanied by feeling safe and secure; this 
sensual experience can act as a motivation to accept the values of 
the community as well. The risks and pleasures of this kind are a 
feature of situational solidarities (in our study these are the Russian 
Run and the tours of “Nashi”). 

Routinized risks

Expected and repeated risks from the side of ‘others’, ‘enemies’ 
become part of the life world as the participant involves more in the 
solidarity. The pleasures come from the unusual personal experi-
ence that can become part of the subcultural capital and help the 
person moving from novice to the expert. For the oppositional, rad-
ical activities the ‘dangerous others’ are police, ‘average citizens’ 
(urban dwellers disapproving of the new use and meaning of the 
urban space created by the activists), and the representatives of the 
antagonist scenes (boneheads for the anarchists, opposition for the 
‘Nashi’, Antifa and LGBT activists for the Russian Run). 

The risks can also be connected to the practices of solidarity 
that support the group identity. Shoplifting among the anarchists, 
obligatory collective photographs in front of the bus in case of the 
‘Nashi’, acceptance of pain, or resistance of the opposing the sober 
lifestyle ‘average citizens’ in case of the Russian Run.

Heroic risks

This kind of risks is connected to the obligations and responsibility 
to maintain the key values of the group and solidarity. These obliga-
tions can involve life threat or risk of imprisonment: for instance, in 
case of anarchists the periods of imprisonment seem to be routin-
ized and described as ‘usual’, however, this sort of biographical fea-
ture is perceived as part of the heroic experience, as a proof of true, 
normal biographical project of a real anarchist. To the participants 
of the Russian Run the similar heroic risks take shape of clashes with 
the police, which was up to the certain moment tolerant towards the 
initiative, but later opposed it quite strongly. The members of the 
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“Nashi” tours to Moscow the same kind of heroism was associated 
with the situations of aggressive and open confrontation with the 
opposition during the protest events following the presidential elec-
tions 2012.

The sensual pleasure of the heroic action and involvement in 
the collective ‘right’ deed can be identified as the strongest motiva-
tion and a powerful emotional support for both further involvement 
and high self-esteem of the participants. It helps fulfilling the need 
in self-realization and provides the actors with the feeling of being 
useful to the society, common good and justice, though these terms 
can (and are) understood differently in the three communities that 
were described in this paper.

To sum up, the inclusion in communities, be it situational, 
temporal or constant involvement, helps young people creating 
local and informal spaces of autonomy, celebrating community, 
sociality, and hedonism. The inclusion in communities and the sense 
of belonging is not rational, but sensual and bodily, and is signifi-
cant and valuable to those who build the communities around cer-
tain values, sociality, pleasure, freedom, which take shape in shared 
practices. In other words, the belonging to the significant commu-
nity is itself one of the most powerful meanings of youth activism, 
which allows the participants to try alternative subjectivities, based 
not only on shared cultural and political values, but also on commu-
nication, embodiment, and pleasure.

•
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Introduction

The aim of this article is to analyse and interpret the changes in 
youth cultures in recent decades. I relate these changes to the pro-
cesses of de-standardisation and individualisation of youth in late 
modernity, and find there is a close connection between the occur-
rence of autonomous youth cultures and the formation of youth 
into a specific social agent in the second half of the 20th century, as 
well as its decline over the period of consolidation of post-industrial 
modernity. Using the example of changes in Slovenia, I attempt to 
establish the reasons for the growth and then a gradual deconstruc-
tion of the emancipatory forms of youth culture during the times of 
political transition. 

The development of youth culture is not a self-evident phe-
nomenon. It is the outcome of complex historical and social changes 
as well as the persistent and arduous efforts of individuals and groups. 
It has mainly been driven by the social and economic development 
of modern societies. Nevertheless, this development has only served 
as a general socio-economic framework for the socio-cultural 
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emancipation of young people, who have upgraded it on their own 
and sometimes made radical interventions in the cultural and social 
fabric of modern societies. This explains why there is a deceptive 
impression that the existence of a specific and relatively auton-
omous world of young people is self-evident. In addition, such an 
impression conceals the fragility of this ‘creation’, which could very 
quickly fade away. And this is precisely what the related processes 
have already demonstrated in the last two decades, in both Slovenia 
and elsewhere in Europe.

The relationship between young people’s inventiveness 
and the readiness of civil society and the public in Europe to con-
sider the culture and initiatives of youth was most favourable in the 
period from the 1960s to the 1980s. Civil society had been opened 
to young people’s initiatives so that the values and ideals of youth 
movements and subcultures could become the central motif of civil 
society movements and initiatives across Europe. This relationship 
between youth and society settled and endured into the ‘golden times’ 
of an economic upswing and almost full employment. However, today 
these relations differ in essential ways.  The situation has changed 
in the last decade with economic growth turning into economic cri-
sis. Today’s youth culture and youth criticism is not only expressed 
differently, but also evaluated differently in society, especially due 
to the altered relations between society and youth. The fact is that 
the promises of neoliberal economists and politicians about contin-
uous development and progress have proven to be erroneous and the 
consequences of these mistaken predictions are felt most acutely by 
young people. 

Today, the position young people face across Europe and 
in Slovenia is largely characterised by two main changes and pro-
cesses in contemporary society. The first is the ever longer economic 
dependence on one’s family, coupled with unemployment pressures 
and a prolonged education process. The second factor is the lack 
of autonomous peer groups and socially active youth subcultures, 
meaning that young people are left without a specific generational 
or subcultural identity and self-confidence. These factors are forc-
ing young people to rely on their own resourcefulness and ‘personal 
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projects’ when making far-reaching decisions. These changes are 
partly due to circumstances transcending national borders such as 
the restructuring of the labour market and the growing demand for a 
new, highly specialised, flexible and educated workforce, along with 
social policy measures which have almost everywhere extended the 
period in which young people depend on their families. 

The shift of young people towards cultural capital in 
post-Fordist societies1 

The transition from classical Fordist industrial society to a ser-
vice-oriented consumer society in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury enabled the creation of youth culture (Krüger, Thole 1993). 
Margaret Mead (1971) argued that in a period of great technological 
changes young people are no longer so inspired by adults; instead, 
when entering the various phases of life they model themselves on 
their peers. It is precisely peer grouping coupled with the prolonging 
of education that enabled the creation of a generational conscious-
ness of young people, shaping the development of specific youth 
lifestyles, particularly, student youth from the 1960s to 1990s. The 
process of emancipation and creation of the life world of young peo-
ple brought a number of important socio-cultural changes together 
which strongly influenced the events and culture of life in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century: the removal of taboos on sexuality, the 
liberalisation of cross-gender, family and generational relations, the 
development of youth civil society initiatives and movements, and 
the building of a new political culture along with new life and value 
orientations.

1 The term “post-Fordism” (also known as flexible modernity) signifies the 
idea that modern industrial production has moved away from mass production 
in huge factories, as pioneered by Henry Ford, towards specialised markets in 
small flexible manufacturing units based on information and communication 
technologies (Amin 2000).
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In the 1970s and 1980s youth culture became an institution 
for managing the life courses of young people in all modern societ-
ies. It strengthened the social and cultural links among young peo-
ple and helped them manage and resolve their common quotidian 
problems. The intensity with which an important share of young 
people was engaged in the production of artefacts, styles, discourses 
and behaviours, and with which they had identified with the guiding 
principles of this culture, led researchers and theorists in the 1970s 
and 1980s to assume that youth culture was becoming an ever more 
important factor in the social construction of youth, and that young 
people were taking this socialisation into their own hands (Zinnecker 
1981). Some researchers even risked a thesis that young people were 
becoming a new social class that extended beyond the traditional 
differences between classes and strata (Brake 1985). Working class 
youth cultures were especially subversive. At least from the 1960s 
onwards, young people have over and over again been inspired by 
the imaginary radicalism of the rock cultures of youth coming from 
the working class suburbs of industrial cities.

Three main areas were particularly interesting to the youth 
cultures of that period: creativity, sexuality and politics. Of these, 
sexuality was the most highly charged with taboos and control inter-
ventions of adults and therefore the most important area of youth 
emancipation. Creativity, music and art production were a privileged 
expression of youth culture. Even politics was an attractive area for   
public discussions and performances. Youth resistance to the author-
ities, dominant ideologies and institutions shown in young people’s 
practices were tied to their efforts to achieve social changes.

What elevated the movements in youth cultures in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century above the boundaries of the usual and 
local peer cultures, occasionally even lifting them above their gen-
erationally bound value and at the same time providing young peo-
ple with considerable autonomy over their worlds, was, according to 
many theorists, public collective styles (Zinnecker 1981; Brake 1985; 
Baacke, Ferchhoff 1993). Here the emphasis was on “public”, mean-
ing that the key is that they do not remain private, limited and local, 
but have the potential of universality. They exceed the national, 
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strata and class boundaries and ultimately even generational bound-
aries because they are sometimes also appropriated by generations 
of adults.

Researchers of youth movements have often interpreted 
the multiplicity and universality of the subcultural movements of 
the 1970s and 1980s as young people’s unconscious response to the 
beginnings of post-industrial or late modern society, the knowledge 
society, where the formation and reproduction of knowledge are 
becoming the main driving forces. This process is called “the cul-
tural modernisation of youth”, and is supposed to follow the process 
of generational modernisation of youth, where youth was formed as 
a generational community in the first place (Zinnecker 1981; Baacke, 
Ferchhoff 1993). 

To explain these structural changes in growing up, authors 
turned to the concept of cultural capital introduced by Pierre Bour-
dieu (1985). Bourdieu emphasised the importance for age and social 
groups of the kind of capital they have available. In his opinion, a 
shift between different types of capital – economic, cultural and 
social – is distinctive of modern societies. All of these forms of capital 
are sources of social power. The situation of particular social groups 
arises from the scale and structure of the capital available to them. 
He predicted that in modern societies cultural capital would become 
increasingly significant, while the social power of economic capital 
would decline (Bourdieu 1985). This change has been challenged by 
the development of science and technology along with the growing 
need for a better-educated labour force. Following Bourdieu’s view, 
young people are acquiring cultural capital in the process of edu-
cation, through titles, achievements and awards in leisure, cultural 
and sporting activities, as well as through consumption, the media 
and participation in new technologies. Other important sources 
of cultural capital are the personal activities of individuals in the 
areas of forming taste, lifestyle, body image, emotions and social 
engagement.

To explain the processes involved in the cultural moderni-
sation of youth, German researchers in particular used the con-
cept of individualisation of the life course. In their view, cultural 



Hopeless Youth!

146

Accelerated Youth?

modernisation has been made possible precisely by the processes of 
individualisation, which they understand as young people’s libera-
tion from traditional ties and dependencies (Zinnecker 1995). Young 
people can more productively use and take advantage of the processes 
of individualisation because they have become the carriers of cul-
tural capital. German researchers contended that acquiring greater 
cultural capital via their prolonged education may allow young peo-
ple to develop more individualised and more unique life courses. 
By doing so, young people may plan and design their biographies, 
careers and ideas about identity in a more sensitive, demanding and 
differentiated manner. However, in the 1990s some authors began 
to warn that the strengthening of cultural capital at the expense of 
economic capital could also hold negative consequences for young 
people (Baethge 1996). Specifically, young people’s extended isola-
tion from the production sphere and thus from sources of economic 
capital is weakening their social power, especially when and where 
society is dominated by economic capital (Helve, Bynner 2007). The 
power of young people’s cultural capital was also decreasing due to 
the intrusion of the market and consumption into the formation of 
the youth scene.

The influence of youth culture on transitional changes 
in Slovenia

The youth culture and new social movements of the 1960s to 1980s 
were not only a significant social phenomenon in the West, but 
emerged and played an important role in the former socialist soci-
eties, including in Slovenia. In particular, at the end of the 1970s 
and beginning of the 1980s it was precisely students who were the 
actors in the new social movements in Slovenia (Ule 1988). What was 
most decisive for the subsequent relatively continuous transition to 
post-socialism was the socio-cultural innovation of young people, 
coupled with their public efforts for political pluralism, freedom of 
speech, civil liberties and rights. This was the urgent psychological 
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modernisation that provided the basis for the political modernisa-
tion of Slovenian society that came later.

The increasingly autonomous youth movements of the 1980s 
were one of the significant actors of ‘otherness’: subcultures, new 
knowledge and information, and political culture in Slovenia. If one 
can say that many other socialist countries allowed or even noticed 
the autonomous activity of their young people just before the reversal 
in 1990, then it should be noted that such activity was already present 
in Slovenia from the late 1970s. Moreover, it was these very condi-
tions that had separated young people in Slovenia from young people 
elsewhere in Yugoslavia. The first to warn about this was a large-scale 
survey of young people carried out in 1985/86 in former Yugoslavia2. 
The survey results surprised both the scientific and lay public mainly 
with the large differences they showed in the life and value orienta-
tions of young people in the various republics of the then common 
state of Yugoslavia, pointing to deep clashes between the republics 
(Aleksić, Vrcan 1986). The survey revealed wide differences in val-
ues and in views on tradition, religion, national identity and politics 
between urban and rural youth in former Yugoslavia.

This provided the first signs that young people in Slovenia 
were turning their attention away from the great ideological topics 
such as politics, nation, religion or the military towards new topics 
like freedom of speech and thought, creativity and leisure. The main 
problems young people pointed out in the 1980s were the lack of free-
dom of speech and thought, and the absence of spaces for young peo-
ple’s creativity. “Our society does not educate us to be democratic. We 
are active, but within the frameworks that are allowed by the ideology 
and politics”, as a member of the peace movement in 1987 put it (Ule 
1988).

2 Here I refer to the research on young people in Yugoslavia entitled ‘The 
Position, Awareness and Activity of Young generation in Yugoslavia’. The 
research was carried out by a team of researchers from university and 
research institutions from all over Yugoslavia. The head of the research was 
the renowned Croatian sociologist Prof. Srdjan Vrcan. The survey included 
a sample of 6,841 young people from all the republics and provinces in 
Yugoslavia aged between 14 and 27 years (Aleksić, Vrcan 1986).
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In Slovenia, young people, then, were the carriers of the new 
social movements, especially the peace, environmental, feminist and 
anti-psychiatric ones. These new social and cultural trends among 
young people, especially in the 1980s, transferred politics from the 
domain of national institutions to the domain of civil society. As 
found in interviews with members of social movements, the primary 
features of young people’s new political culture were: the shift away 
from the great ideological and political problems associated with 
the ideology of socialism and self-management towards solving the 
actual problems of young people in their everyday environments, 
such as the promotion of civil military service, the democratisation of 
re-education institutions for young people, the right to practice new 
forms of spirituality, and the right to equal opportunities regardless 
of gender and sexual orientation. 

“It is good that the initiatives are coming from the bottom 
up. We have a bunch of institutional forms that are dead. These are 
institutions that do not work in the interests of the people”, as a 
member of the feminist movement in 1987 stated (Ule 1988).

Although young people were striving for what seemed to be 
specific problems, these issues were nevertheless defined as univer-
sal problems of people. Peacekeepers defined their efforts against 
the various forms of militarisation and opted for civil military service 
as a general effort to maintain peace. Ecologists fought to change 
attitudes to the environment through specific actions etc.: “For me 
everything is political, even food and electricity...” as a member of 
the ecological movement in 1987 said (Ule 1988).

The then  cultural scene was characterised by the spontaneity 
and informality of action, interrelated with personal development. “I 
think the point is that the world of things around you becomes a part 
of you. If it does not touch you, you cannot be engaged”, as a member 
of the ecological movement in 1987said (Ule 1988).

The shift away from the traditional values  and problems 
of industrial society and also from the traditional values  of young 
people created ‘fears’ among those holding political power and 
the authorities, who  argued that any deviation of youth from the 
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prevailing work ethics meant the anomy and regression of young 
people. Yet, at the same time, judging by opinion polls in the 1980s, 
the adult population in Slovenia had been following youth initiatives 
and movements with great sympathy and saw young people as the 
potential initiators of social change (Ule 1988).

The 1960s and 1970s in Europe and Slovenia were a period of 
the swift rise and qualitative growth of youth culture, together with 
the increased emancipation and self-esteem of young people. The 
1980s were a period of the expansion and repartitioning of youth 
cultures into a number of alternative scenes. Then, from the 1990s 
onwards, the surveys record a slow decline in autonomous youth cul-
ture and alternative social movements and the increasing social ano-
mie of young people (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 1994; Ule, Rener 1996). 
The ideology of neoliberalism has extricated young people from 
the ‘great topics’ and from the social conflicts of the 20th century, 
like peace, ecology, alternative economics and politics. Instead, new 
themes have emerged, such as: the ideology of body image, healthy 
lifestyle, free access to information, and the use of new technologies. 
These themes are no longer generation-specific and relate to young 
people to the same extent as to adults (Côté, Levine 2002). Here we 
cannot expect any major engagement of young people or for them to 
breakthrough from the frameworks of social lawlessness.

The limits on youth worlds and cultures today

In the past two decades the differences between authentic youth 
cultures and cultural guidelines that are ever more aggressively 
imposed on young people by the market, consumer culture and the 
media have begun to diminish; therefore, the notion of youth culture 
(or youth subculture) has become semantically empty (Lury 2011). It 
has also become evident that the hypothesis about the socialisation 
of youth on its own has been exaggerated, even in the golden days of 
youth culture (Hurrelman 1996). At most, we can only speak of the 
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relative autonomy of youth cultures in relation to other competitors 
in the formation of youth leisure time.

In the 1990s youth cultures were replaced by youth scenes. 
‘Scenes’ are the social, semi-official spaces where young people can 
develop and confirm individual and group lifestyles (Muggelton 
2000; Gelder 2005). However, lifestyles are no longer an autonomous 
product of youth innovation, but are often assumed consumer styles 
imposed by the market. Scenes are usually formed around certain 
key youth activities performed in their free time (sports, rock and 
other concerts, clubbing). They are public meeting places for young 
people where often everyone who is present is also an active partic-
ipant in the happening. Moreover, the activities in the scenes often 
provide opportunities for physical and sensory stimulation, for risky 
physical activities, and to verify and confirm self-esteem.

In this way, the key aspects of peer identifications are the 
meeting places and not the defined groups. Certain spaces and social 
contexts appeal to the young more than to others. Young people 
identify themselves with these spaces and forms of socialising; no 
matter how fleeting and current these identifications are (Malbon 
1998). In such spaces, young people find a place to get away from 
social control, rather than a space in which to encounter or con-
front such control. In these ‘spaces of withdrawal’ young people are 
more united by the unspoken than the spoken. With their behaviour, 
clothing, expression of emotion (or vice versa), with an apparent 
insensitivity, displaying, for example, that you’re ‘cool’, young peo-
ple are expressing a desire to be different. 

Youth scenes are formed as new, real or imaginary reference 
groups. Their messages are then conveyed through the media and 
thereby circulated among young people. This way of doing things 
is no longer entirely independent and no longer comes immedi-
ately from youth, but is mediated through the strong influences and 
interventions of the market, consumption, advertising messages, 
the media, ICT products and services which then spread youth con-
sumption styles among adult audiences. Parallel to the scenes, pseu-
do-scenes (mostly market-stimulated) have also begun to form, such 
as reality shows on TV evidencing how entertainment programmes 
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are often designed according to models of real-life scenes, or virtual 
scenes through electronic media where individuals enter and partic-
ipate in a virtual world, such as ‘Second Life’.

Being ‘cool’, immune, invulnerable, and being able to quickly, 
albeit seemingly nonchalantly, respond to everything that can hap-
pen to you is one of the behavioural styles of youth which has devel-
oped in the last few decades. ‘Being cool’ is outwardly emotionally 
neutral, while inwardly it is often a sign and means to defend one’s 
own vulnerability. Its apparent opposition is the emotionalisation 
of behaviour, as demonstrated by adherents of the emo-movement 
(Bailey 2005). In fact, these two stances are fake or artificial even 
though both are precisely ‘natural’ expressions of resistance to the 
incessant and increasingly massive interventions of the media, mar-
ket and politics in the world of privacy and self-hood. It seems as 
though these efforts contain and assemble all of the former and 
current utopian energy of youth. This energy has apparently melted 
away in the postmodern game of identities, which masks the always 
uncertain and fragile psycho-social balance of the individual.

Modern youth scenes therefore no longer function as auton-
omous socialisation support for young people in the sense of offer-
ing autonomous life orientations in a world full of risky choices and 
unclear life courses and transitions. Here one can also find the lim-
its of today’s youth worlds and cultures. The formation of lifestyles 
and everyday life has been taken out of young people’s hands by the 
media and consumption. Through the dictated choices and influ-
ences the market shapes the market-qualified and individualised 
consumers of various goods who are supposed to act in line with 
their ‘personal wishes’; but these wishes are in fact produced by the 
market and the media. The new styles and scenes supported by the 
market and the media are displacing and marginalising authentic 
youth cultures. However, the very social and socialisation conditions 
for the existence of young people as a group, their particular life-
worlds and culture, as well as specific life and value orientations, are 
being suppressed.

Today, existing youth styles and scenes can no longer be 
accurately spatially, socially or politically localised. They are mainly 
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market produced, globalised forms of various past subcultures com-
bined with new techno-cultures. This situation has reduced the 
challenging and critical power of the new forms of style, as well as 
the difference vis-à-vis the purely commercially established style 
imitations (for example the popular viral ‘Harlem Shake’ video/s on 
YouTube). With commercialisation, they have lost their sincerity and 
initial acuity.

With the decline of socially critical power and autonomy of 
youth culture researchers have also lost their enthusiasm for the 
processes of individualisation. It is becoming evident that the indi-
vidualisation of growing up is a complex process that contains sev-
eral controversial elements. Specifically, it does not automatically 
mean emancipation or freedom, but raises new contradictions that 
make the individual’s independence and personal growth a much 
tougher task than in the past (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 1994). It is true 
that young people are liberating themselves from the traditional ties 
and dependencies. However, on the other hand, they are becoming 
increasingly dependent on the pressures of other social institutions, 
on which they have very little, if any, effect. These are mainly the 
labour market, the education system, and social policies upon which 
their transitions from youth to adulthood depend.

Due to their prolonged education, young people are also tak-
ing part in the work process and labour market at ever later stages. 
Being more or less restricted to education and leisure activities leads 
them to socialisation, which is turning into radical consumer social-
isation and is utterly different to the previous working socialisation. 
While young people remain sensitive to the social conditions, they 
are less and less able to resist these circumstances and deal with 
them. They are simply running out of social support and subjective 
powers to offer resistance and active criticism. One negative con-
sequence of consumer socialisation is the regression of youth cul-
tures and scenes from the areas of youth solidarity, the cultivation 
of collective critical reflection and social innovation to the media 
of entertainment, relaxation and production of youth artefacts 
and fashionable styles. Instead of finding incentives for the critical 
reflection of societies in youth scenes, today they usually offer only 
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support for a non-reflective withdrawal into the world of entertain-
ment, pleasure, forgetfulness, individual consumption and concerns 
with one’s career.

Deconstruction of the emancipatory potential of youth 
culture in modern neoliberal societies

The position of young people in Slovenia and elsewhere in Europe 
has changed completely in the last two decades (Ule 2012; Helve, 
Evans 2013). These changes are related to the altered transitions 
to the labour market along with economic and ideological changes. 
The main shock came (unexpectedly) from the political and eco-
nomic world with the rise of neoliberalism in the 1990s (in Europe 
and Slovenia). Neoliberalism has rendered empty the fundamental 
ideological concept through which youth was linked with the idea 
of modernisation, i.e. the concept of progress (Ule 2012). The hypo-
thetical inherent link between youth and progress has been replaced 
with another, equally hypothetical inherent link, namely between 
youth and the individualisation of life, which initiates young people 
into the new privacy of the globalised consumer society. The break-
down of the link between modernisation, emancipation and social 
progress at this stage of post-transitional development points to 
the intrinsic limits of the modernisation process that is propelled by 
neoliberalism.

The particular ways in which property has been redistrib-
uted over the past two decades have also considerably increased 
the differences in the starting positions of young people, who are 
becoming ever more dependent on family capital, support and famil-
ial social networks (Helve, Bynner 2007). Yet it is not solely demo-
graphic trends that are responsible for the reduced share and value 
of young people in comparison to other population groups. Another 
important factor of the social exclusion of youth is the narrowing of 
the ‘space for youth’, which has come to be limited to the spheres 
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of privacy and the family. The private world of young people, along 
with the help and support of their parents, offers them shelter and a 
place to withdraw from the pressures of the ever more complicated 
and unclear everyday world of adults. 

This has also been confirmed by research studies carried out 
over the past 20 years on the population of young people in Slovenia 
(Ule, Rener 1996; Ule et al. 2000; Ule, Živoder 2012). Indications of 
these movements and changes are, for example, seen in answers to 
the question of what the main problems are that young people face 
today. In the 1980s these were problems of freedom, justice and cre-
ativity, which are far removed from any of the ‘economic’ issues that 
generally burden young people today. Contemporary young people 
are also not troubled by their lack of political influence. Instead, they 
are preoccupied with fears of unemployment, economic deprivation, 
school issues, loneliness, illness, and addictions. For example, below 
are some exemplary statements from 14 to 15-year-old students in 
the lower secondary programme in Slovenia that were obtained in 
the GOETE project in 2010–20113:

“I think that the biggest problem in these times of crisis is 
to get a job. Despite having a degree, for example in economics or 
something similar, you can work as a salesman. So in these times it 
is really very difficult to get a job for which you have educated your-
self, and degrees and PhDs don’t help you a lot”, as a male student 
explained (Živoder 2013).

“I fear the most that I won’t get a job and then there will be 
no money and then none of my plans will come true and then every-
thing will suck”, as a female student said (Živoder 2013). 

“Most problems are caused by my [lack of] diligence”, as a 
male student highlighted (Živoder 2013).

In the last two decades observers have also noted the grow-
ing significance of ‘socially desirable/conformist’ values like health, 
order, stability, and family life. It is very interesting that values we 

3 Governance of Educational Trajectories in Europe (www.goete.eu)
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typically assign to youth are also less important, for instance an 
exciting life, creativity, originality, and imagination. Research results 
therefore show that, when working on their life projects, young peo-
ple are not really innovative. On the contrary, they are defensive and, 
rather than opting for experiments or innovations, they tend to set-
tle for the simulation of various stereotypes of normality, despite the 
fact that their starting positions differ (Ule 2010). Young people wish 
to present themselves as entirely ordinary/ normal. This rhetoric of 
normality enables them to constitute an apparently clear position; 
however, it does not enable them to discursively articulate their own 
position: “Most of all I wish to finish school, get a job, start a family, 
make a home and I wish that I would be happy” a female student 
highlighted (Ule 2012). Or: “In the future, I wish most of all to start a 
family and have a normal life” a male student stated (Ule 2012). 

For a minority of young people the social changes of the last 
two decades have opened up possibilities for success, career and a 
material standard that were simply unimaginable before. Similarly, a 
limited number of young people from privileged classes have access 
to promising degrees, successful careers and prosperous jobs (Côté 
2007). However, on the other hand, more and more young people are 
facing increasingly uncertain and unpredictable working conditions 
with short-term employment, prolonged economic dependency on 
their families, and the practical institutionalising of lower incomes 
(Heckman 2006). 

In the struggle for at least temporary success in this very 
unequal encounter of young people with the hyper-complex systems 
of capital and social power, their participation in decision-making 
and social influence are critical. The institution of citizenship takes 
care of this in democratic societies. In recent decades, the concept of 
citizenship has become an analytical instrument for understanding 
the position of exclusion and marginalisation; in this regard, four 
types of citizenship can be distinguished: political, civil, social, and 
intimate. If young people as a heterogeneous social group have any-
thing in common, it is precisely this impeded or prohibited access to 
full citizenship (Jones, Wallace 1992). In conditions in which the social 
exclusion of youth is systemic and not random, when the education 



Hopeless Youth!

156

Accelerated Youth?

system is an imperative for young people at least into their twenties 
while at the same time it controls, selects and rejects, when respon-
sibility for their biography must be taken on ever earlier in child-
hood, and when already as children they must be mature enough for 
important decisions, this impeded access or exclusion of young peo-
ple from citizenship rights implies arrogance and cynicism, and is 
destructive of citizenship identity and a sense of belonging.

This exclusion also directly contradicts the demand of late 
modernity that every individual should be reflexively in charge of 
their own biographical project as early as possible, which requires 
socio-political responsibility and accountability (Beck, Beck-Gerns-
heim 2002). This is impossible to achieve if the individual lacks the 
necessary citizenship rights and obligations. For this reason, it is 
meaningless to talk about how young people should again become 
social subjects and how we can help them address their problems 
and risks until there is a change in the conditions that keep young 
people in a position of social, economic and political dependence. 
Today, perhaps even more than in traditional societies, social imma-
turity and prolonged dependency are being imposed upon them. 

Most of these changes took place in a relatively short period 
of time, leading to the weakening of the ‘old, stable frames of ref-
erence’ that used to ensure a fairly reliable and predictable tran-
sition to adulthood; these transitions have now become uncertain 
and vague. Information and communication technologies offer 
elements of multiculturalism and global internationalism; they 
constantly inform young people of new consumer trends and life-
styles. The changed life circumstances of youth in late modernity 
are hyper-complex, hard to perceive and unmanageable for young 
people. Neoliberal politics and economics are destroying all institu-
tions based on solidarity and not on a clear and strict logic of profit; 
hence, they are destroying the ‘support networks’ of youth cultures 
and social movements as well. It seems that the young generations 
in Slovenia and Europe in the last two decades have forfeited uto-
pian ideals – or perhaps we should say that they are no longer willing 
to look for them. 

•
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Introduction

Are contemporary young people caught in a prolonged state of ‘lim-
inality’? In other words, have transitions to adulthood become lon-
ger and more complex? The ethnographer van Gennep (1960) anal-
ysed ceremonies and rituals organised around individual transitions 
from one status to another in several societies. He distinguished a 
sequence of three phases during rites of passage: separation, margin 
(or limen), and reaggregation. The first stage separates individuals 
from their initial status (for instance childhood). The second stage 
involves an interval of time when individuals do not belong to any 
status, and during which they are expected to fulfil specific rituals 
that will allow them to reach a new social position. The third stage 
confers individuals with a new social status (for instance adulthood). 
The middle stage, identified as liminality, represents a phase in which 
individuals are positioned across a threshold for a certain amount of 
time. During that period, their social status remains ambiguous and 
indeterminate (van Gennep 1960). 
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in Late-modernity
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Today’s young people can be compared to van Gennep’s 
liminal individuals. Many youths seem willing to reach the subse-
quent social status in their lives, but are caught in various ritualistic 
circumstances that slow the process of achieving adulthood for an 
indefinite period. Or, is this really the case? This article examines 
whether young people are, or feel, trapped in a prolonged process 
of transition. It further investigates the contradictory socio-cultural 
messages and expectations many young people face today and how 
they cope with this situation.

Rather than being linear and synchronised into consecutive 
sequences, studies found that transitions have become unconven-
tional, unsteady, and might even follow a reversal of circumstances 
(Bradley, van Hoof 2005). Recent research indicates that transitions 
to adulthood for many youths might have become ‘arrested’ (Côté 
2000), or stopped in their tracks. Indeed, some argue a new transi-
tional stage is emerging between adolescence and adulthood (Arnett 
2004; Heath, Cleaver 2003). Other studies suggest that young peo-
ple are neither prolonging their youth nor entering a new life phase. 
Instead, they argue that young people are compelled to follow alter-
native pathways to adulthood and are simply adjusting to available 
societal opportunities and prevailing socio-economic conditions 
(Blatterer 2007b; Settersten et al. 2005; Wyn 2004). Transitions 
undeniably vary between groups of young people. Paths to adult-
hood are therefore heterogeneous and depend on a variety of factors 
such as gender, socio-economic background, ethnic origin, level of 
education and geographical location (rural or urban settings) (Miles 
2000). 

Experts in the field (Blatterer 2007a, 2010a; Bradley 2005; 
Bynner et al. 1997; Furlong, Cartmel 2007) argue that socio-eco-
nomic fluctuations and uncertainty experienced by advanced societ-
ies since the mid-1970s have generated a change in patterns of tran-
sition. They argue that common societal discourse portrays young 
people as rejecting established paths to adulthood. Young people are 
expected to enter adulthood in the same way their parents did. They 
have observed that pursuing an equivalent path to adulthood is in 
many cases simply not possible today. 
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Leading studies on youth transitions conducted in North 
America and the United Kingdom often assume comparable pat-
terns exist in other developed countries. However, while similar 
phenomena might take place in several countries, the reasons for 
their occurrence vary. While the challenges faced by young people 
today appear to be universal, country-specific structural factors such 
as higher education systems, welfare regimes and the nature of the 
school-to-work transition process play a strong role in determining 
responses to these challenges. 

Many youth experts and policy discourses imply that young 
people unable to meet the social criteria which usher them into 
adulthood engage in acts of self-sabotage (Mary 2012). Young peo-
ple find themselves caught in the process of transition and unable 
to reach the established post-war qualifiers for adulthood in what 
is considered an ‘acceptable’ time, and are deemed responsible for 
experiencing a prolonged state of liminality.

Younger generations have grown up in more unstable, unre-
liable, and highly competitive societal context. A large number of 
young people are confronted with socio-economic conditions that 
compromise their ability to integrate into working life and their 
possibilities of achieving financial autonomy. Lives are increasingly 
exposed to a variety of structural risks produced by the postmodern 
development of advanced societies (Beck 1992). These conditions 
necessitate taking fundamentally different pathways to adulthood 
and social integration.

While young people have had more opportunities and 
choices regarding life trajectories, present conditions can also bring 
more difficulties regarding choosing the ideal path to adulthood 
(Blatterer 2010a: 50). The youth are therefore required to find the 
‘correct’ path within a labyrinth of contradictory messages. On the 
one hand, they should reach adulthood without delay. On the other 
hand, contemporary societal conditions encourage them to perpet-
uate their state of youth and explore an indeterminate number of 
life directions. Simultaneously, current societal circumstances do 
not allow them to stabilise their lives. Political and social institu-
tions seem to be undergoing transitions of their own and are unable 
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to respond to this predicament, let alone guide young people along 
clear life trajectories.

Young people grew up in more permissive and secular times 
than the previous generations. Along with socio-economic uncer-
tainties, cultural trends potentially have a large impact on life tra-
jectories. The entertainment industry, for example, promotes and 
strongly perpetuates the culture of amusement, hedonism, and 
immaturity (Bauman 1998; Calcutt 1998; Furedi 2001). Values such 
as self-fulfilment, immediate gratification, and indulging in individ-
ual reflexivity can also have profound consequences for young peo-
ple’s assimilation of the ‘traditional’ adult role. However, dominant 
middle class narratives of residential, professional and relationship 
transitions that represented the main characteristics associated with 
adulthood in the 1950s-1960s are still used as a standard reference 
today (Molgat 2007: 495; Raby 2010: 70). 

The article is structured as follows: the first part highlights 
the changes that have occurred in transitions to adulthood since the 
end of the Second World War, with an emphasis on the baby-boom-
ers’ situation. The second section discusses research methods. Sec-
tion three brings these issues to light, based on research findings 
analysis: contemporary challenges confronting young people are 
compared to those of previous generations; contradictory messages 
being sent to the youth and how these lead to confusion are exam-
ined; and how the concept of liminality relates to contemporary 
transitions to adulthood is investigated. Concluding remarks follow 
in the final section of the article.

Background to problem

During the 1950s and 1960s, advanced societies experienced a phase 
of unprecedented economic growth. This setting provided unparal-
leled socio-economic opportunities and security, in particular access 
to full-time employment. These conditions simultaneously allowed 
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the majority of young people to achieve the qualifiers for adulthood 
(completing school, getting a permanent job, becoming financially 
independent, leaving the parental home and settling down, getting 
married and starting a family) in a shortened period and in a chrono-
logical order (Blatterer 2007b). However, this state-of-affairs began 
to change in the late 1970s. Western societies underwent major struc-
tural transformations in their socio-economic apparatus which dis-
rupted the traditional foundations of existence and generated new 
ontological insecurities (Bauman 2005). Since the end of the 1970s, 
socio-economic fluctuations and global forces have challenged the 
foundations of advanced societies, and simultaneously patterns of 
transition. Pathways to adulthood have become more hazardous 
and elusive. Yet, the post-war model of adulthood and framework 
of transition remain unquestioned and continue to represent the 
archetypes for contemporary transition processes (Blatterer 2007b).

Profound socio-economic transformations have created a 
wide array of socio-structural risks (Beck 1992). The contemporary 
situation is replete with new dilemmas, new constraints, and new 
doubts. Life trajectories are increasingly complex, unpredictable 
and fluid. Before the 1960s, individual identities were determined 
by coherent social practices and structures such as social class, gen-
der roles and employment. Public and private life, corresponding to 
work, personal and family life, was considered distinct. For many, 
work represented a tool for the construction of personal and social 
identity (Bauman 1998: 27). Men in particular primarily defined 
themselves through their occupations or professional achievements. 
While this still holds true for a part of the labour force, current 
socio-economic upheavals are transforming this traditional mindset 
or habitus (Sweetman 2003: 542). Many young people today value 
work because of its capacity to generate enjoyment and self-actual-
isation. In other words, work has become a means of adding mean-
ing to life rather than the element that defines life (Bauman 1998: 
32–36). Contemporary values thus reflect a new desire to question 
and search for deeper meaning and emphasise subjective well-being 
(Inglehart 1997).  
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During the post-war economic boom, individuals were con-
stituted in accordance with a set of roles in a variety of institutions. 
Beginning in the 1970s, a de-normalisation of roles occurred; indi-
viduals have become ‘nomadic’ and are illusorily considered masters 
of their destiny (Lash 2001: xi). However, under such circumstances, 
individuals must take responsibility for their fates (Bauman 2001: 
xvi). The postmodern era engendered new freedoms and the possi-
bility to choose one’s life direction, although it simultaneously gen-
erated new hazards. Today, the ethic of individual self-fulfilment and 
achievement is more prominent. Consequently, the burden of vari-
ous societal risks (such as unemployment) is shifted onto individu-
als who are deemed responsible for their own actions. (Beck 2000: 
53–54; Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2001: 22–24) The ‘normal’ biography 
has increasingly become the ‘do-it-yourself’ biography. However, 
such biographies are continuously entangled with potential failure 
and hence become ‘risk’ biographies. Lifelong projects are highly 
compromised in such circumstances. (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2001: 
1–3) Bauman (2005:1–2) considers the present as ‘liquid’ and ‘fluid’. 
People live within precarious and uncertain spaces and trustworthy 
calculations for the future are increasingly difficult to make.

Methods

This study is based on an empirical study carried out in Finland and 
France among female university students from 2006 to 2011. While 
the prolongation of youth is taking place in these two countries too, 
the reasons for the occurrence of the phenomenon is closely related 
to national structural factors. Finland and France’s societal context 
present unique features which distinguish them from the socie-
tal context of English-speaking countries. Among others, welfare 
regimes, higher education systems, or family related policies signifi-
cantly diverge from Anglo-Saxon models. Finland and France share 
a number of societal characteristics such as democratic ideologies, 
infrastructural features and European Union membership. Yet, on 
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closer inspection, discrepancies emerge at all levels ranging from 
historical development, religion, welfare ideologies, to educational 
systems. 

The study investigated divergences between different soci-
etal institutions in the two countries from the perspective of one 
group of individuals. Instead of analysing variations between sub-
groups, it sought to give voice to the specific transition experiences 
of young female university students aged 21–30. The choice of gen-
der reflects advancements in gender equality since the Second World 
War in the form of increased access to higher education, entry into 
the labour force and new legal protections. Moreover, their experi-
ences within contemporary education and professional institution 
sharply illustrate the changing nature of transitions to adulthood. 
Literature on contemporary youth transitions emphasises an exten-
sion of education and transitions to working life (Arnett 2004; Fur-
long, Cartmel 2007). Higher education credentials no longer guaran-
tee direct access to and stable positions on the labour market.  

Twenty-two in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted 
in two mid-sized cities. I carried out eleven interviews in 2008 in 
Lyon, France (in French) and eleven in Tampere, Finland (in English 
and Finnish). Informants were all students of the social sciences and 
humanities.  All had reached the end of their Bachelors or Masters 
degrees and were about to begin working life or study further. These 
disciplines were selected because a growing number of graduates 
from these fields do not have clear career trajectories, unlike grad-
uates from other disciplines, such as law, medical or engineering 
students. These students are more likely to experience a traditional 
transition process and more direct integration into the labour mar-
ket. Their diploma also provides employers with a visible and com-
prehensible ‘label’ in terms of quantifiable skills and qualifications 
(Mary 2012). By contrast, social sciences and humanities students 
are granted education capital, but their qualifications are not always 
convertible into concrete employment. Their skills and diplomas 
remain abstract to potential employers. They thus remain more vul-
nerable to market forces, their integration into the labour market 
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might be more chaotic, and they are more likely to experience a lon-
ger period of liminality. 

Young women were recruited from university courtyards, 
student email lists, and with the use of the snowball technique. 
Interviews were organised around themes relating to higher-edu-
cational systems, labour market integration, family institutions and 
entry into adulthood. The results focus on variations and similari-
ties between academic young women’s transitions to adulthood in 
Finland and France, their strategies of socio-economic integration 
and their perceptions on the meaning of being adult today. Inter-
views were examined and coded using the methods of content anal-
ysis rather than discourse analysis. The study focused on the opin-
ions of young women on the different themes and issues related to 
transitions. The emphasis remained on the messages the informants 
wished to transmit.1

The study focused on informants with shared character-
istics in order to obtain equivalent data and enable effective com-
parative analysis. The choice of informant substantially influenced 
the results of the study. It seems likely that enquiring about another 
group of young people or students from other disciplines could have 
produced different results. Gender, age, socio-economic background, 
as well as factors such as field of study can generate variations in 
attitude towards specific issues (Räsänen, Wilska 2007). However, 
the empirical value of examining a specific group of young peo-
ple presented opportunities to generate new and unique findings 
related to youth transitions.

1 The initials ‘R’ and ‘I’ used in the interview quotes presented in this article 
stand for Researcher and Informant.
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Results 

More options available, more confusion in sight

Informants were encouraged to reflect upon the present state of the 
world during the interviews. They were asked to compare their gen-
eration’s possibilities for social integration to that of their parents. 
They expressed difficulty in making comparisons with a period they 
had not lived through. However, they understood that the socio-eco-
nomic situation, life circumstances, norms and values were different 
for their parents. Young people then were rarely free to follow alter-
native life paths. Nearly all the informants believed that the previ-
ous generation could secure stable jobs and integrate into working 
life smoothly and with certainty. However, they were also aware that 
their parents’ generation was confronted with different dilemmas, 
such as lack of gender equality or conservative approach towards 
homosexuality.

Several Finnish and French young women thought life was 
more difficult for their parents because they had to take on heavy 
responsibilities from an early age. Some informants also mentioned 
that their parents had experienced pressure from their own par-
ents as well as from society to abide by social norms and ideologies. 
Informants believed they had more possibilities in this regard and 
could question their own lives and life in general more than their 
parents could.

R: Do you think young people back then, 20 or 30 years 
ago, had more possibilities than now?

I: I don’t know, the number of possibilities maybe 
[…] is higher these days. […] Maybe […] [it was] more 
straightforward, they weren’t thinking of all the millions of 
possibilities around them, […] it just happened, they just 
started to work. And they didn’t think so philosophically 
about it; ‘is this really the right thing for me?’ […] Maybe it 
was simpler, but I didn’t live then, so I can’t really say!

Johanna (26, Finland)
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In contrast with our parents, who were moving on 
straightforwardly without wondering about it, I think that 
young people today analyse things much more. 

Sabrina (23, France)

They nevertheless displayed awareness of the challenges and pitfalls 
that come with having a wider range of possibilities for their lives.

I: Having fewer options can be seen as more difficult or 
easier, because, in a way, you don’t have to think […] so 
much, you don’t have all the pressure  […] [about] finding 
your way. […] Your way is ‘there; […] you just go!’

R: You don’t question it […]

I: But on the other hand, if you want to do something 
[else], [it’s] not very easy [within] those limits. […] Today 
it’s very easy to find all sorts of options, but […] you have 
to choose between them. 

Päivi (25, Finland) 

They were aware that young people do not necessarily possess ade-
quate tools to cope with precarious and uncertain situations, let 
alone integrate into society by following the ‘traditional’ path to 
adulthood. Wyn and Woodman (2006: 511) point out that this option 
is out of reach for many of today’s young people, and a contradic-
tion to current strategies of integration. Individuals are considered 
entrepreneurs of their own lives. Their lives become their own proj-
ect. However, their choices and possibilities of leading successful 
lives remain deeply affected by socio-structural conditions. Young 
people struggle with economic challenges not faced by baby-boom-
ers, as explained earlier. Under these circumstances, can the youth 
be blamed for not being able to pursue the routes to adulthood fol-
lowed by their parents and for engaging in new life paths?
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Contradictory messages 

The interviews demonstrated that young people are often subject to 
inconsistent societal messages. They are compelled to become adults 
in a manner which generates paradoxical requests and demands 
contradictory commitments. On the one hand, youth experts point 
to delayed transitions to adulthood. Consequently, youth policies 
take up new measures to pressure the youth to move to the next 
life stage (Mary 2012: 328–330). On the other hand, contemporary 
culture in advanced societies celebrates youthfulness, immaturity 
and hedonism. Children are cherished while adults are disparaged, 
Calcutt (1998) and Furedi (2001, 2003) assert. These contradictory 
values and ideologies are likely to generate a state of confusion 
amongst the youth. 

Both Finnish and French informants rejected the rigid-
ity of the concept of adulthood. This issue was not investigated by 
design in the interviews, but was raised independently by the young 
women. They referred to clichés such as having a routine, static and 
predictable lifestyle, constantly being worried, and losing childlike 
spontaneity and innocence. Some went further and challenged the 
notion of what adulthood entitles them to do or be.

I know people who say that if you’re an adult, you’re not 
allowed to play around or laugh or do something very 
childish, but I don’t see it that way, because I have sisters 
who are over 30, and we are always just playing.

Suvi (25, Finland)

I: I’d like to remain a child! [...] Sometimes kids are a bit 
burdensome, but they are so enthusiastic [and] […] so 
happy about everything […], and I really want to remain 
like that.

R: You mean, to keep on being spontaneous?

I: Yeah. [They are] so spontaneous, well, a bit naive too, 
but it doesn’t matter! [...] As a result, for me, [being] 
adult... [...] The vision I have of adulthood, [...] it’s a bit old 
school, [...] it means there are things that you can’t do any 
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more, otherwise you’ll be considered childish.  [...] Hence, 
to me, it’s almost derogatory to be an adult. When you’re 
an adult, [...] you can’t laugh needlessly any more... Well, 
it’s not fun!

Valérie (23, France)

I don’t like the word ‘adult’. [...[ I don’t like the word 
‘adolescent’ either, actually, so maybe I simply don’t 
like categorisations. [...] I don’t consider myself to be a 
teenager, so… why not an adult actually? Maybe it’s the 
word itself that is too serious actually! I know I attach 
negative connotations to the word. [...] I tend to think, 
‘adults don’t have fun anymore!’ I used to think when 
I was little [...] ‘oh, it’s not fun to be an adult, we can’t 
play anymore, we can’t laugh any more, we don’t have 
fun anymore!’ And I think [this idea] remained in me 
unconsciously.

Florence (22, France)

These comments are reminiscent of Calcutt (1998), who claims that 
cultures have become youth-oriented, citing the cult of the child 
and the sacred image of childhood in contrast to the devaluation 
of adulthood. Along this line, Furedi (2001) describes the ‘empty-
ing out’ of the adult identity by the state and media, in which moral 
panic regarding abusive adults and carers leads to mistrust in the 
abilities of adults to care for children. The media perpetuates the 
dysfunctionality of the adult role in comparison to that of children 
and adolescents, who are portrayed as more responsible and skilled 
than adults. Meanwhile, the culture strongly encourages ‘having fun’ 
and immediate gratification (Bauman 1998; Calcutt 1998; Furedi 
2001, 2003). 

Some of the observations shared by the informants high-
lighted this point; the idea of reaching adulthood was connected with 
concern about losing ‘fun’. The authors point to ‘Peter Pan’ aspira-
tions to remain forever young and engage in hedonistic attitudes, 
with young people and more grown up adults exhibiting increasingly 
immature behaviour. However, the culture of amusement is also 
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strongly connected to the entertainment industry. Toy and game 
manufacturers are aware that adults have a larger purchasing power 
than children and represent a reliably marketable demographic. 
Such industries produce trinkets that respond to and cultivate feel-
ings of nostalgia that many young and older adults feel towards their 
own childhoods (Furedi 2003). They also produce commodities that 
are appropriate for all ages. This contributes to a further blurring of 
the lines between the different age groups and normalises the ide-
ology of youth and stimulates individuals’ desire for youthfulness 
(Blatterer 2010b: 67, 74).

According to Blatterer (2010b: 64, 69), we are witnessing a 
shift from adulthood as a goal to youth as a value and a shift from 
youth as a life stage to youth as a lifestyle for all ages, with labour 
market conditions contributing to this phenomenon. Contemporary 
labour markets prioritise adaptability, flexibility and mobility. The 
post-war labour model is at odds with the demands of the modern 
workplace. Expectations of a stable, linear and predictable profes-
sional career are increasingly unrealistic. Young people, including 
the young women who participated in this study, are aware of this 
reality and try to adapt to its circumstances. However, they are also 
aware that increasingly competitive and fluid labour markets con-
stitute substantial barriers to economic independence and steady 
socio-economic integration. Young people are thus torn between 
these contradictory sets of values.

Prolonged liminal position or new life trajectories?

According to post-war notions of adulthood the current social sta-
tus of many young adults is indeterminate. Reaching 18 is the first 
indicator of entering adulthood. Age hence entitles the youth to be 
adults; but they might still depend financially on their parents, live 
at home, study at university or be single. Many young people are 
thus located in an undetermined social category, belonging neither 
to adolescence nor to adulthood. ‘Youth’ as a social concept lacks 
physiological foundation. It covers a broader period than adoles-
cence, from the teenage years to the mid-twenties. The physiological 
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and social processes of maturation overlap and sometimes contra-
dict each other. (Furlong, Cartmel 1997: 42) Does this suggest that 
young people are caught in a prolonged state of liminality, or ‘in-be-
tween’ period?

Several studies (Arnette 2004; Heath, Cleaver 2003) agree 
with the theory of the prolongation of youth and affirm that a new 
life stage between adolescence and adulthood is developing. Arnett 
(2004) suggests that the stage of ‘emerging adulthood’ allows young 
people to explore their identity and experiment with different types 
of jobs and lifestyles before settling into a particular professional 
career, a long-term relationship and/or parenthood. ‘Emerging 
adults’ display rather individualistic lifestyles, remain single for lon-
ger, accumulate social and cultural capital, and essentially focus on 
their personal lives.

Informants were questioned about the attribution of adult-
hood status, and whether they felt adult. They referred to traditional 
social indicators and reflected upon their own situations. They also 
compared themselves with working young people. However, infor-
mants considered psychological maturity and a sense of responsibil-
ity to be the main measures of adulthood (Mary 2012, 2014). Several 
empirical studies confirm that a growing number of young people 
increasingly associate adulthood with mental and psychological 
attributes rather than social indicators (Andrew et al. 2007; Arnett 
2004; Hartmann, Swartz 2007; Molgat 2007). The Finnish and 
French informants offered explanations which not only confirmed 
this theory, but led to a further debate: Is the concept of adulthood, 
rather than youth, in a liminal state and set to transform?

I: Maybe those who have loans and permanent jobs and 
children, they are more adult than [those] who study.

R: Do you feel differences in the behaviour or sense of 
responsibility […]?

I: I don’t think we behave differently, or that students are 
[...] less responsible. But I think it’s the life situation that 
makes it seem that they are more adult, although maybe 
in their thinking they are not, but it’s just the concept of 
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owning your flat and having a permanent job; [...] this is 
‘the adult life’.

Elina (26, Finland)

I really associate adulthood with the labour market. 
[...] Being adult, I think, means having a job, financially 
supporting oneself, being responsible. [...] Becoming 
sensible. […] I really see it that way: being more 
autonomous.

Sabrina (23, France) 

R: According to you, what is being an adult?

I: If I say having children and having a house and being 
married, it’s a really boring answer and I’m not sure if 
I even think that, but I would say that every person that 
I know who has a mortgage or has children is an adult. 
But I know people who I’d call adults and they don’t have 
children or mortgages, or they’re not married. I think 
being an adult is owning up to your own actions and being 
responsible. [...] I think it’s being responsible for yourself, 
[...] admitting your own mistakes and being responsible for 
your actions. 

Piia (24, Finland)

Some young women mentioned that they did not feel adult when 
the question was first asked to them; they implied being in an 
‘in-between’ position. However, after discussing their thoughts, 
they revealed they were conscious of growing up and taking on new 
responsibilities and converging towards adulthood. They found 
themselves debating their own status during the interview. 

I: I feel like a ‘young adult’. […] I’m independent, well, I 
live on my own, so I manage my everyday life, [...] I have 
student jobs, so I have some responsibilities, [...] but I 
know I’ll feel much more adult quite soon when… 

R: ... when you’ll be working?
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I: When I’ll be, yes, fully independent.

Natalie (22, France)

R: Do you consider your friends as adults?

I: Now that I’m thinking about it, maybe they are more 
[adults], but… also my friends who are studying here, they 
are adults, so maybe I am too, because I don’t differ a lot 
from their situation. And when I’m thinking about them 
now, so maybe we are already adults. It’s changing, as I’m 
speaking, thinking about it… yeah. Yeah, they are not more 
adults [those] who are working… no.

R: It’s just the life style that is different?

I: Yeah, it’s different.

Tuuli (25, Finland)

These findings are in line with the recent studies suggesting that 
young people are neither prolonging their youth, nor generating 
a new life stage; they are simply becoming adults within the pos-
sibilities offered to them (Blatterer 2007b, 2010a; Mary 2012; Wyn 
2004). The present socio-economic landscape no longer supports 
the notion that all young people can expect professional and per-
sonal self-actualisation in their working lives. As such, a number of 
informants observed that some of their student friends were much 
more responsible and thoughtful than some of their working friends. 
Indeed, present and future socio-economic uncertainty and insecu-
rity can compel many youth to postpone or avoid parenthood (Mary 
2012; Miettinen, Rotkirch 2008: 95–97; Mollen 2006). Hesitation to 
engage in family formation can thus be a way to cope with the cur-
rent socio-economic landscape rather than indicate personal disen-
gagement from the responsibilities of parenthood and adulthood. 

Informants strongly implied that young people have difficul-
ties fitting in the current conception of adulthood. Several authors 
(Blatterer 2010b; Hartmann, Swartz 2007: 277–278; Raby 2010) sup-
port the argument that being adult is switching from achieving a 
static status to being a journey one pursues. Reaching adulthood is 
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no longer a final destination. It is increasingly associated with being 
able to strive for self-actualisation and personal growth. The quali-
ties attributed to youth are thereby transposed to adulthood. 

Views articulated on adulthood imply that the current frame-
work for the analysis of transition patterns is increasingly obsolete. 
Indeed, it is still based on the model that took shape after the Second 
World War. Contemporary paths to adulthood are misjudged because 
they continue to be evaluated on the basis of an outdated model. The 
social indicators of adulthood are still important and partly relevant, 
but they can no longer be dissociated from subjective and psycholog-
ical experiences of transition. Becoming an adult requires a combi-
nation of personal qualities and social roles (Blatterer 2007b, 2010a; 
Mary 2012, 2014; Molgat 2007; Pallas 2007). Current observations of 
the assumed prolonged liminal position experienced by young peo-
ple are therefore likely to be the result of misinterpretations. The 
young women who participated in this study, like a growing number 
of young people, are in fact pioneering new patterns of transition 
more appropriate for contemporary challenges. Their supposed dis-
engagement from the ‘established’ adult role is thus a response to 
the current socio-economic landscape.

By following unconventional paths of development, these 
young people are setting the stage for a new type of adulthood and 
redefining the meaning of the concept. Blatterer (2010b) and Raby 
(2010) discuss a perpetual state of liminality, in which individuals 
never reach a stable and static state, but pursue life-long learning 
instead. These arguments are in line with the comments provided by 
informants. They feel adult, but within a new set of criteria; they put 
forward the capacity to reach psychological maturity over achieving 
established social indicators. New forms of adulthood brought about 
by contemporary economic and social conditions suggest that the 
concept of adulthood itself is undergoing a transformation. 
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Conclusion

When asked whether they felt like adults, informants were hesi-
tant; not sure where to locate themselves. They compared their 
social position to conventional notions of adulthood established 
in the post-war period. In these terms, they did not feel fully adult 
yet. Some explicitly dissociated themselves from that notion of 
adulthood. Although the post-war conception of adulthood does 
not necessarily correspond to contemporary norms and reality, the 
transitions experienced by baby-boomers are still used as a point of 
reference against which subsequent generations are judged (Wyn, 
Woodman 2006: 498). The informants emphasised the inadequacy 
of the concept of adulthood; they clearly associated adulthood with 
psychological and individual characteristics, such as mental devel-
opment and becoming a mature and responsible person. When they 
referred to the psychological side of adulthood, they felt they ful-
filled the role. The ambiguity of their answers and their hesitation in 
confirming the degree of adulthood they embodied is a consequence 
of the mismatch produced by an obsolete definition. Both Finnish 
and French informants shared similar perspectives regarding their 
understanding of adulthood. They did express diverging opinions 
concerning their possibilities for further integration into the labour 
market following graduation; however, this is not the focus of this 
article.

The societal conditions which empowered and shaped the 
post-war generation no longer exist. While young people might have 
more choice regarding their life trajectories, they still have to choose 
between the various possibilities. This creates pressure to make the 
‘correct’ choices at the ‘right’ moment. The abundance of options 
often engenders contradiction and confusion (Blatterer 2010a: 50). 
In fact, young people are ‘trapped’ within the myths offered by post-
modern socio-cultural developments that grant them a large range 
of choices and opportunities regarding lifestyle and life trajectories. 
A large number of young people nevertheless suffer from disappoint-
ment when they acknowledge the impossibility of reaching their 
goals (Bourdieu 1980). Although anyone can theoretically become 
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a doctor, a successful businessperson, or an elite athlete, certain 
abilities, sufficient financial support, and often a specific socio-eco-
nomic background are required. There is a growing polarisation 
among the youth regarding success on the labour market (Bradley 
2005; Bynner et al. 1997; Jones 2002). Young people are increasingly 
divided between ‘winners’ who successfully integrate themselves 
into the socio-economic structure, and ‘losers’ who remain trapped 
in a downward spiral of failure and uncertainty. 

Considerable societal transformations have provoked a rup-
ture between the post-war and present routes of integration. For 
this reason, the contemporary generation simply cannot follow the 
same route to adulthood as their parents. In fact, attempting to fol-
low a similar path is likely to lead to frustration and to ‘failed tran-
sitions’ (Wyn, Woodman 2006: 511). The present socio-economic 
context demands flexibility, adaptability, a willingness to change 
and is incompatible with a fixed lifestyle. Despite this reality, pop-
ular and political perceptions of what it means to be an adult have 
remained largely static since the post-war period. Policies designed 
to accelerate transitions to adulthood are thus highly incompatible 
with labour markets, which require extreme flexibility and constant 
alertness. Young people are thereby caught by deeply contradictory 
requirements. 

Social concepts are largely constructed by societal devel-
opments in a given time. In this sense, notions of youth and adult-
hood are not inviolable. Rather, they are determined by particu-
lar socio-historical and political events. Postmodern values and 
socio-economic conditions are likely to impact patterns of transi-
tion to adulthood and routes of socio-economic integration. 

The normative validity of traditional post-war paths to 
adulthood remain unchallenged, despite the fact that current soci-
etal conditions do not allow the majority of young people to follow 
it (Blatterer 2007c). Current patterns of transition are interpreted 
as breaking the established standards. However, rather than reject-
ing adulthood, the youth are pioneering a new route towards it 
and updating the concept to fit contemporary societal contexts. By 
‘delaying’ and ‘refusing’ to adhere to traditional understandings 
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of the concept, young people challenge the established model and 
simultaneously redefine it (Blatterer 2010b). In fact, young people’s 
presumed liminal state might not represent a temporary situation at 
all. Instead, it might well be the beginning of a new era. 

Prolonged liminal states seem to create chaos while the 
intent is to generate more effective integration with the use of com-
ponents and practices for which there is no traditional precedent. 
Instead of deliberately disrupting the established order, new gen-
erations are offering a creative response to conditions requiring 
societal reordering. (Turner 1992: 148) The liminal state can become 
an institutional capsule that contains the germ of future societal 
developments and societal change (Turner 1982: 45). Today’s young 
people are in hitherto unexplored terrain. Current socio-economic 
conditions have compelled young people to trace new routes of tran-
sition and revisit the notion of adulthood. The concept of adulthood 
itself is currently in a state of liminality; in other words, it is under-
going transition and experiencing transformations too. This engen-
ders a deep reconsideration of the role of young people in building 
up tomorrow’s societal edifice. It further leads to acknowledgement 
that the youth can be agents of social change rather than victims of 
societal transformations or disrupters of the established order.

•
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The authors examine the relevance of the traditional statistical age 
group classification of youth. Although this classification is favour-
able in terms of measurement (by providing easier measurability), 
there is a discrepancy in its continued usage, as most social sci-
ences do not operate with simple and well-defined age limits, but 
try to capture social components from different situations in life. 
Thus, a classification for the purpose of measurement that better 
reflects widespread assumptions and approaches to theory needs to 
be developed. The article represents an individual maturity based 
approach by examining biological, psychological, and social matu-
rity dimensions and testing it empirically on a Hungarian represen-
tative large-scale (N = 8000) study of young people aged 15–29. The 
results show that only 50–60 percent of the statistical age group of 
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young people is consistent with their maturity dimension; in addi-
tion, the presence of unconventional categories (in which young 
people do not follow the order of biological, psychological, and then 
social maturation) is also significant (17 percent).

I. Methodology

The Hungarian Youth 2012 survey is the fourth wave in the series of 
research entitled “Youth”, begun at the turn of the millennium. The 
present methodological note serves to introduce the major parame-
ters of the research.

In the course of research, 8000 young people in the 15–29 
age category were interviewed using the CAPI (Computer Assisted 
Personal Interviewing) technique. The questions put to interviewees 
addressed a broad range of issues the age group faces.

The sample of the research is representative of the Hungar-
ian population in the 15–29 age group in terms of region, type of 
settlement, age, and gender. The sample was compiled using multi 
level sampling and clustered probability sampling.

The survey questionnaire was organised into ten larger the-
matic chapters (starting a family, education, work, migration, free 
time, media, sport, addictions, politics, and perceived problems); the 
time of completion averaged about seventy minutes.

II. Theoretical framework

Arnett defines two periods between childhood and adulthood: ado-
lescence (age 10–17) and emerging adulthood (age 18–25) in which 
young people are no longer children but equally are not yet adults. 



Hopeless Youth!

184

Accelerated Youth?

According to Arnett’s concept of emerging adulthood (Arnett 2000, 
2006, 2007) young people between 18 and 25 are not adolescents, 
but as they have not finished their studies, do not have their own 
household, and are still building their careers, they cannot be called 
adults. Arnett (2007: 69) lists three criteria for adulthood: “accept-
ing responsibility for oneself, making independent decisions, and 
becoming financially independent”. He explains the theory of 
emerging adulthood using three essential fields: demographics, sub-
jective perception, and identity-forming. According to him, emerg-
ing adulthood is a separate period between adolescence and adult-
hood, the age of identity exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling 
in-between, and possibilities. However, he uses a mixture of psy-
chological and social criteria to separate emerging adulthood from 
adolescence, and his approach is primarily age-based because one 
of the cornerstones of the model, the transition from adolescence 
to emerging adulthood, is connected to finishing school, which is 
a legal category. Arnett (2004)4 states that adolescence ends at the 
age of eighteen for the majority in American culture, when second-
ary school education ends, the individual has reached legal indepen-
dence and leaves the parental home.

We will provide a not too elastic description of youth, a con-
cept very much criticised by Arnett, and prove that it is neverthe-
less capable of covering the whole life period from early childhood 
(lasting until the age of about 10) to adulthood (until the age of 
about 25–30). Arnett’s criticism of the concept of youth seems to be 
refuted5 by different areas of research and policy documents (such as 

4 Arnett strongly criticises the terminology of postadolescence indicating 
that this life period is defi ned in connection with adolescence (saying that 
the period is after adolescence), while this life period is very different from 
adolescence with its own distinctive features. Similarly, the expressions of 
young adulthood, the transition to adulthood, youth, and late adolescence also 
have terminological problems (Arnett 2007). For example, Arnett would not use 
the expression of young adulthood because it suggests that this life period is a 
kind of adulthood, whileaccording to him, adulthood is reached only in one’s 
thirties, and young people aged 18–25 do not consider themselves fully adults

5 According to Arnett the category of youth describes primarily adolescence 
in Europe (Arnett 2007). However, Bynner indicates that the structure of 
European education and labour market is fundamentally different from 
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the Youth Strategy of the European Union6 and the National Youth 
Strategy of Hungary7) as well8. These youth policies also try to define 
the transition from childhood to adulthood: the Youth Strategy of 
the European Union uses a broader concept of youth, too, from age 
13 to age 30, similarly to the National Youth Strategy of Hungary 
(from age 8–12 to age 25–30).

According to other recent studies, emerging adulthood is a 
period of in-between (a limbo-state) characterised by the search for 
identity, mental maturation, and integration into social structures 
(Nugin 2010). This period also means freedom, independence, and 
possibilities (Fierro-Moreno 2007). Some research defines this period 
based on financial, legal, and chronological factors (Hogan,  Astone 
1986 as cited in Shanahan 2000); in other research psychological, 
emotional, and sexual aspects are taken into account depending on 
when one becomes an adult: at the end of school, the beginning of 
employment, marriage, parenthood, etc. (Shanahan 2000). 

In our model, we try to describe the turning points of youth 
in terms biological, psychological, and social maturity so that the 
main features of the different periods are characterised by processes 
of maturity9. Thus, the present study does not wish to present age 

that of the US, which is why interpreting emerging adulthood in a European 
framework is diffi cult (Bynner 2005). Moreover, in Europe, one of the basic 
characteristics of emerging adulthood is also problematic because young 
people typically do not leave the parental home after fi nishing high school. 

6 http://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth_strategy/index_en.htm.

7 http://www.szmm.gov.hu/download.php?ctag=download&docID=21912

8 About the terminology: moreover, youth camp as a reference does not 
necessarily end at the age of eighteen (just think of college freshmen camps, 
scout camps, or professional training camps).

9 After the period that we call psychological maturity, there are naturally 
changes in world view, but this maturity results in independent, and 
responsible decisions. And of course after social maturity, there are ongoing 
social processes, although this maturity also results in the acceptance of the 
individual as an adult by society. So there are two different phases: the fi rst is 
when the individual ‘asks for place at the table of adults’ (with manifestations 
of legal adulthood, the right to vote, to choose a school, to purchase alcohol, or 
to posses a driving license), and the second is when society answers and gives 
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categorisation of young people between early childhood and adult-
hood10, but attempts to describe this long period through three 
maturity concepts, and indicates that individual maturity occurs 
at different ages challenging the concept of age based categorisa-
tion. Although our study is based on individual maturity, it does not 
present different manifestations of individual maturity, but com-
pares biological age11 and maturity12. For these reasons, this study 
does not analyse the concept of extended youth, choice biography 
(Beck 2002), the models of reflexive biography (Giddens 1991), and 
reflexive habitus (Sweetman 2003), nor the criticism of these theo-
ries (Anderson et al. 2005; Brannen, Nielsen 2002; Woodman 2011). 
There is a constant debate between authors, such as Arnett and Byn-
ner (2005), about the terminology and characteristics of the period 
between adolescence and adulthood, but they all agree that an inter-
mediate period does exist, and it is different from adulthood and 
from adolescence, too.

The other striking similarity between these theories is how 
culturally situated their categories are (for example the widely 
known generations approach of veterans, baby boomers, generation 
X, Y, and Z (McKay 1997) are valid main in the United States and 
Western Europe and are not necessarily applicable in other countries 
such as Hungary). However, biological, psychological, and social 
maturity are dimensions that occur in all societies regardless of time 
and location (the age and cultural markers of their turning points are 
of great diversity).

place. When young adulthood is used in this article (not wishing to contribute 
to the debate on terminology), it means the period between demanding for an 
adult status and being given this status by society. 

10 According to Arnett (2006) the 10–25 age group is too long a period to be 
described in a uniform manner, so he divides it into two parts: adolescence (age 
10–17) and emerging adulthood (age 18–25).  

11 Mannheim (1952) also made   a distinction between biological and social age.

12 Nugin (2010) also uses the concept of psychological maturation. Coté 
(2000) also separates social maturity (integration) and psychological maturity. 
According to him adulthood can be conceptualised more on the basis of 
psychological integration than on social status integration. 
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III. The traditional statistical model 

Based on statistics from youth research in Europe, five-year peri-
ods are usually created giving three age groups within the age cat-
egory of 15–29; these groups are 15–19, 20–24, and 25–29 years of 
age (Handbook... 2002). Although this classification is favourable in 
terms of measurement (by providing easier measurability and clear 
and generally accepted categories), the question remains whether 
this categorisation can fulfil social purposes, that is, how does it fit 
the description of youth by society and the social sciences, especially 
youth affairs?

Society and the social sciences do not operate with simple 
and well-defined age group, but try to capture social components 
of different situations in life. Even commonplace categorisation 
estimates age groups fairly well: one can rather easily distinguish a 
child from a teenager or a young adult from an adult (without know-
ing their age because this classification is based on ‘softer’ variables 
such as looking at motor functions, recognising cognitive functions 
in a conversation, or having intuitions about the primary sense of 
protection, and so on); and sociology, social psychology, psychology, 
education, etc, all provide definitions of youth (sometimes in many 
ways but still differently from statistics)13. 

An additional criticism of the statistical interpretation is 
that it has no regard for individual development, maturity, or life 
situation; it only considers young people to be social variables. Both 
Arnett (2000) and Cote (2002) mention the problem of describ-
ing processes of individual maturity within age groups. “There are 
19-year-olds who have reached adulthood [...] and 29-year-olds 
who have not.” (Arnett 2000: 277) Almost everyone acknowledges 

13 For example, in the period of youth the individual does not have 
independent decision-making power even in the social positions of adults; 
youth is the period when intellectual and social skills are developed; during the 
period of youth the sense of responsibility and the system of values and norms 
are not stable yet, so the individual is not yet independent nor capable of full 
self-determination.  
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the diversity of individual maturity, yet paradoxically young people 
are classified into age groups as mass societies standardise the ages 
of finishing school, starting a career, and so on (Shanahan 2000). 
Therefore age groups seem to be rather artificial classifications of 
youth without natural boundaries of individual development.

So the following questions might be relevant: Do we mea-
sure whom we want? Is the simple (and easily measurable) statisti-
cal age group classification valid? Are our statistical methodologies 
adequate for the period of youth described by the social sciences?14

IV. The maturity based age group model of youth affairs

According to our approach,15 the period of youth and its stages cannot 
be defined simply by statistical age groups, which of course makes it 
very difficult to provide a unified, age based classification; according 
to this paradigm the development of the individual and not the cri-
teria of statistical analysis is important16. One might ask: if not age 
then what criteria make someone belong to the category of youth. 
Let us formulate the concept of youth on the basis of individual life 
course. We can begin with participation in ‘social life’ without paren-
tal or pedagogical control, the use of services, initiation of social and 

14 In addition, are statistical and legal or pedagogical and (developmental) 
psychological aspects decisive in sociological description and analysis of 
youth? 

15 Youth affairs are the fi eld of irreplaceable support of young people in 
becoming responsible citizens for themselves and for the community. Youth 
affairs primarily focus on the tertiary socialisation fi eld (leisure time); however, 
in case of emergency in a re-socialization process, they work on all fi elds of 
socialisation. In addition, they also provide the theoretical and disciplinary 
frame of the work. In highly simplifi ed terms: youth affairs = young people + 
leisure time + service-based approach.

16 If we want to provide an age range then youth is the period from 8–12 to 
25–30 (Hungarian National Youth Strategy 2009).
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leisure activities, and end with maturely assuming responsibility for 
other individuals or groups. According to the model of youth affairs, 
youth and its stages are determined by biological, psychological, and 
social characteristics and bounded by responsibilities. This classifi-
cation tries to encompass the field between assuming responsibility 
for oneself (decisions) and for others (responsibility for decisions). In 
other words, youth starts from orientation in the tertiary socialisa-
tion field (Nagy-Székely 2013), i.e. the appearance of the need to take 
part in decision making, (that is, the rapid increase in the importance 
of peers, the state of being distinctly defined as part of peer groups, 
the change in benchmarks, the multiplication of group effects, the 
selection of a one’s own friends without parental involvement); and 
it lasts until adulthood, employment, homemaking, and parenthood.

Within the period of youth, distinctions can be made on 
the basis of problem situations; thus, by interpreting the con-
cept of maturity, three rather homogeneous age groups can be 
distinguished17: 

– Responsible childhood: from fully developed motor functions, com-
menced detachment, and the sense of responsibility, to biological 
maturity (distinct from early childhood). This period is characterised 
by identification with tasks, plays considered to be tasks, and real 
performances (Erikson 1995).

– Adolescence: from biological maturity to psychological maturity.  
Following responsible childhood, adolescence is characterised by 
the reorganisation of social life and the completion of the develop-
ment of the highest human skills (Cole, Cole 1996). This is the period 
when young people’s moral realism and consciousness managed and 
regulated from outside become questions, and instead of assimila-
tion into traditions, the search for individual identity begins18 (All-

17 These three age groups are mainly equivalent to Erikson’s stages of latency, 
adolescence, and young adulthood (Erikson 1995); however, we will redefi ne 
some of the boundaries. 

18 This is when the individual faces fundamental questions of existence (the 
meaning of life, death, love, friendship, freedom, autonomy, etc).
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port 1961). Thinking of opportunities, using and testing hypotheses, 
understanding abstract ideas, exceeding habits, and trying new ways 
are all characteristic of this period, and conflicts between genera-
tions also appear during this stage, called the generation gap (Cole, 
Cole 1996)19.

– Young adulthood (or post-adolescence): from psychological matu-
rity to social maturity20. In post-industrial societies, a new period has 
emerged between adolescence and adulthood. It is characterised by 
greater autonomy than that of adolescence, but less responsibility 
than adulthood (Kensiton 2006). Young adults have greater auton-
omy in action but no longer have protection, yet all the potential 
of adulthood is not available within society (Vaskovics 2001). Post-
poning the choice of career separates psychological and social matu-
rity, and the process of social integration culminates with the end of 
young adulthood instead of legal majority21.

19 Students in Hungarian academic circles – not quite accurately – call this 
period early life crisis.

20 According to Zinnecker there are two changing periods of youth: one is the 
transitional youth characteristic of industrial societies, and the other is school 
youth characteristic of post-industrial (service) societies (Zinnecker 2006). 
While the period of transitional youth is restrictive because young people have 
to start work as soon as possible, the primary goal is to assume a profession, 
and soon afterwards marry and have children; in post-industrial societies the 
period of youth is extended, which to the increase in time spent studying. 
Young people in this period (post-adolescents, young adults) are not fully 
independent from the parental home yet, as they are still dependent fi nancially 
and socially. As they are psychologically and biologically mature but social not, 
they cannot be described by characteristics of any other age groups either by 
consensus or confl ict. (Keniston 2006; Vaskovics 2001).

21 Colloquially students call this period the Hotel Mama – Bank Papa period.
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V. Questions, hypotheses, limitations

As is shown, the model is not based on statistical aspects; thus, clas-
sification for the respective age groups cannot be made simply on 
the basis of age. The question is whether our definition of youth cor-
responds to the traditional age-based classification and our three 
subcategories correspond to the statistical subcategories. 

If age based classification and our maturity-based classifica-
tion coincide, we have to acknowledge that we have found a congru-
ent approach. However, if they are different, we have to reconsider 
our methodologies describing youth, and whether age-based or indi-
vidual-maturity-based measurement describe youth better.

So we have a theoretical model, but how can it be justified or 
refuted? With the help of the data provided by the Hungarian Youth 
2012 research (Székely 2012), we have the opportunity to examine 
the theory in figures. The question is whether our scale shifts from 
traditional age-based classification or coincides with it. 

The primary limitations of empirically justifying or refuting 
our hypotheses are the following: the Hungarian Youth 2012 sur-
vey – similarly to former large-scale youth researches in Hungary – 
examined young people aged 15–29; for this reason, there is no data 
about young people under 15 or above 29. In addition (because of the 
methodology of inquiry), it is difficult to define the boundaries of 
biological maturity. 

The criteria of maturity

When developing the paradigm based on individual maturity – 
according to the nature of age limits22 – a dichotomous approach is 

22 The point of a dichotomous approach in age classifi cation is that there is no 
intermediate state, so someone either belongs to the age group or not. Thus, 
when we create a classifi cation based on maturity, similarly to age groups, 
someone is either mature or not (in terms of the given criteria).
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necessary. Our goal is to prepare the basis of a simple logical typol-
ogy that measures the criteria of maturity in a dichotomous way. 
Therefore, we need components that divide the target group along 
the different maturity dimensions into the categories of mature and 
immature. The boundaries of the phases (biological maturity, psy-
chological maturity and social maturity) are distinguished by the 
following criteria respectively. 

In terms of biological maturity there is a simple dichoto-
mous approach: has the respondent begun sexual life yet. However, 
this is the most problematic question in the Hungarian Youth survey. 
Biological maturity, which is usually interpreted as fertility, does not 
mean the beginning of sexual life but the potential ability to do so. 
The beginning of sexual life is a further phase of biological matura-
tion, which is also influenced by processes of mental maturation and 
social relations. However, our approach is necessary because in the 
target age group (15–29 year-olds) presumably all young people have 
already completed puberty, and the beginning of sexual life is the 
next marker of biological maturity. As the research referenced in the 
next paragraph shows, today, actual sexual maturation in both sexes 
mainly takes place before the age of 14.

The major landmark of physiological maturation for females 
is menarche, the onset of menstruation (however the process starts 
earlier with the development of secondary sex characteristics); for 
males, it is the first ejaculation. The physiological maturation of the 
female population is characterised by the median age of menarche 
(when 50 percent of females have already had their first menstrua-
tion and 50 percent have not). In Hungary, the median age of men-
arche is 12.79 years (Antropometria, 2013). This type of recent data 
is not available for males. However, according to Forrai (2009), the 
average age of menarche is 12.67 years and the first ejaculation is 
12.76 years, which means that sexual maturation occurs practically 
at the same age; moreover, this data has not changed for about a 
decade. The median of beginning ones sexual life is about 16–17 
years of age (and according to Forrai (2009) the average age of the 
first sexual experience is at age 13.56 for boys and 13.97 for girls).
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For these reasons, the study provides us with the opportunity to 
research the age when Hungarian young people begin their sexual 
life; thus, the criterion of biological maturity (for young people aged 
15–29) is: has the respondent begun his or her sexual life.

In terms of psychological maturity23 – based on the survey 
questions – we used one principal component24 with the following 
elements: do the respondents

– make important life decisions independently,

– have specific plans for the future, 

– always consider the consequences of their decisions,

– consider themselves adults?

In our interpretation, social maturity represents the turning 
point from leaving the parental home to founding one’s own family, 
the beginning of an independent life by creating the basis of it with 
an independent household. Therefore in terms of social maturity, 
the individual is considered mature if any of the following criteria 
is fulfilled25:

23 Responses were only considered valid when others did not hear the 
response (the respondent was alone when answering) in an attempt to reduce 
pressure to comply.

24 The reason for using a principal component is that we wanted to condense 
all the criteria of psychological maturity into one variable while keeping the 
importance of all of them. There are two essential elements in the analysis 
of the principal component: communalities that tell us how much of the 
variance in each of the original variables is explained by the extracted factors 
(higher communalities are desirable) and the percentage of how much of 
the information content of the original variables is retained. In our case, the 
principal component contains all the criteria sufficiently (between 0.52 and 
0.69 high communalities), and it reserves much of the information content of 
the original variables (63 percent).

25 The following events are considered characteristic of detachment from 
the family:  cohabiting or being married; moving away from the family home, 
leaving school with a final degree, having the first child, having the first 
regular job (Somlai et al. 2007). In the dimension of social maturity, these 
criteria are considered the most decisive, hence we based the criterion of social 
maturity on these.
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– martial status (living with spouse or partner),

– having a child,

– living in a separate household (Somlai et al. 2007).

Assumptions

On the basis of the statements above, people are considered biolog-
ically mature when they have begun their sexual life; psychologi-
cally mature when they have achieved higher than average values 
on the principal component of psychological maturity (higher than 
the arithmetic mean of the distribution of the principal component), 
and socially mature when they have begun an independent life with 
a spouse or partner, or have a child, or live separately from their 
parents. 

The study of 15–29-year-olds shows that most of them are 
biologically and psychologically mature, and only one out of five 
(19 percent) is considered sexually inexperienced and less than half 
of them (46 percent) psychologically immature. One out of three 
young people (34 percent) is considered socially mature, having 
started an independent life.

Figure 1: Maturity in the target age group of 15–29-year-olds  
(biological, psychological and social maturity, %) (N = 7823).
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Detailing age groups shows that most of those who do not 
meet the criterion of biological maturity are in the youngest age 
group (aged 15–19), and those who meet the criteria of social matu-
rity are main in the oldest age group (aged 25–29). 

The shift in terms of the beginning of sexual life is at age 18: 
most 17-year-olds (55 percent) have not begun their sexual life yet; 
however most 18-year-olds (71 percent) are considered biologically 
mature. The shift in terms of psychological maturity is at age 20 with 
54 percent of this age group psychologically mature. The shift in 
terms of social maturity is at age 24, with 55 percent socially mature.

Figure 2: Detailed age groups in terms of maturity    
(biological, psychological and social maturity by age group,   
p ≤ 0,00126, %) (N = 7824).

26 Biological maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 2245,063; df 2; 
p ≤ 0,001. Psychological maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 856,343; 
df 2; p ≤ 0,001. Social maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 1797,794; 
df 2; p ≤ 0,001.



Hopeless Youth!

196

Accelerated Youth?

These features indicate that there is a connection between 
statistical age groups and the dimensions of maturity27. However, we 
should also consider how much these dimensions overlap: whether 
the group of those who are psychologically mature contains the 
group of biologically mature respondents and if those who are 
socially mature are mature both psychologically and socially. For 
this, we present the complete logical structure of the three types of 
maturity and the resulting groups. 

Table 1: The logical structure of the maturity model

Groups Biological 
maturity

Psychologi-
cal maturity

Social 
maturity

Young child not defined

Responsible 
child

no no no

Adolescent yes no no

Young adult yes yes no

Unconven-
tional 
categories

no no yes

no yes no

no yes yes

yes no yes

Adult yes yes yes

27 According to the two-dimensional cross table analysis there is a statistically 
signifi cant connection between the maturity dimensions and the age group 
classifi cation. (Biological maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 2245,063; 
df 2; p ≤ 0,001. Psychological maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 
856,343; df 2; p ≤ 0,001. Social maturity by age group: Pearson Chi-Square 
1797,794; df 2; p ≤ 0,001.)
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– Young children are not defined in the model, and as a result of the 
data collection (15–29 years of age) they are not examined either.

– Young people (61 percent): almost two-thirds of the respondents 
are in an intermediate stage (between young childhood and adult-
hood); thus they are young people with the subcategories of:

– Responsible children (13 percent): Those children who are in 
the scope of the research but are biologically, psychologically, and 
socially immature are considered responsible children. 

– Adolescents (22 percent): Those who have already begun their sex-
ual life but are not mature psychologically or socially are considered 
adolescents.

– Young adults (26 percent): Those who meet the criteria of biologi-
cal and psychological maturity but have not started their individual 
life yet are considered young adults.

We also distinguished unconventional categories:

– Psychologically precocious youths (5 percent) are those who are 
psychologically mature but socially not, and neither have they begun 
their sexual life.

– Forced adults (11 percent): One out of ten people from the target 
age group is in an ambivalent situation as they are not psychologi-
cally mature, although according to their biology and social circum-
stances they are.

– The number of those who are considered adults socially and psy-
chologically but have not yet begun sexual life is almost negligible 
(less than 1 percent).

– The number of those who are considered adults socially but psy-
chologically and biologically are not is also very low (less than 1 
percent). 

– Adults (22 percent). One out of five respondents is mature in all the 
three dimensions of maturity.
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The relationship between statistical age groups and the age groups 
formed as the result of maturity dimensions is significant28. How-
ever, as is shown in Table 2, almost half of the target age group is 
not classified in to the right category according to the statistical 
age group scale. The most clear-cut categories are responsible chil-
dren and adults: in the group of responsible children 82 percent is 
between the ages of 15 and 18, and in the group of adults 68 per-
cent is between the ages of 25 and 29. Most of adolescents and young 
adults (in both groups 57 percent) are between ages of 19 and 24. 
Unconventional categories also show a complex picture in terms of 
age. 59 percent of the largest group of forced adults is between the 

28 According to the two-dimensional cross table analysis there is statistically 
significant connection between the statistical age groups and the age groups 
formed as the result of maturity dimensions. (Pearson Chi-Square 3570,710; 
df 10; p ≤ 0,001.)

Figure 3: Size of groups among 15–29-year olds    
(maturity group, %) (N = 7823).
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ages of 25 and 29, which means that according to their age they are 
adults, yet they are not psychologically mature. 39 percent of the 
smaller group of psychologically precocious youths are actually not 
precocious as they are in the age group of young adults or adults who 
are psychologically mature although they have not yet started their 
sexual life.

Table 2: The connections between the groups and age   
(maturity groups by age group, p ≤ 0,001, %) (N = 7609)

Age 15–19 Age 20–24 Age 25–29 Total

Age 
group

Percent-
age of 
columns

Percent-
age of 
rows

Percent-
age in 
total

Respon-
sible 
children

88% 8% 4% 100%

39% 3% 1% 13%

12% 1% 0% 13%

Adoles-
cents

39% 45% 16% 100%

28% 28% 10% 22%

9% 10% 4% 22%

Young 
adults

18% 50% 32% 100%

16% 38% 24% 27%

5% 13% 8% 27%
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Psycho-
logically 
precocious 
youths

70% 22% 8% 100%

10% 3% 1% 5%

3% 1% 0% 5%

Forced-
adults

11% 31% 59% 100%

4% 10% 19% 11%

1% 3% 7% 11%

Adults 5% 27% 68% 100%

3% 17% 44% 22%

1% 6% 15% 22%

Total 31% 35% 35% 100%

100% 100% 100% 100%

31% 35% 35% 100%

Having examined the average age of each group (arithmetic mean 
plus or minus one standard deviation) it is clear that, on the basis of 
age, the majority of these groups overlap. The smallest groups are 
among the category of responsible children and adults. The group of 
responsible children is distinct from the group of adults and forced 
adults. The different groups of adults cover similar age groups, 
whereas the group of forced adults is somewhat wider. Psychologi-
cally precocious youths show similar age groups to responsible chil-
dren, and adolescents show similar groups to young adults based on 
their age.

It is important to note that although the relationship between 
age groups and maturity groups is statistically significant (based on 
Pearson Chi-Square), the value of Lambda indicating the strength of 
the relationship is 0.28, which is only a moderate relationship (it is 
also supported by the value of Cramer’s V that is 0.48). Analysing the 
asymmetric relationships, the value of Lambda is higher when the 
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dependent variables are age groups, which means that age groups 
justify maturity groups more than the other way around29.

Figure 4: The size of groups on the basis of age   
(maturity groups by age group, p ≤ 0,00130, %) (N = 7609).

29 Lambda symmetric value: 0,282; Lambda age group dependent: 0,386; 
Lambda maturity groups dependent: 0,190.

30 Pearson Chi-Square 3570,710; df 10; p ≤ 0,001.
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VI. Conclusions

Examining different age groups shows that although age is a charac-
teristic factor, only 50–60 percent of young people’s statistical age 
group is consistent with the different maturity dimensions, and the 
fit of each group shows great variety. Age classification disrupting 
conventional proportions is generally found in unconventional cat-
egories; however, every four out of ten young people are also mis-
matched group members in groups that are regarded as traditional. 
These traditional groups are especially adolescents and young adults, 
in which categories four-tenths of group members classified on the 
basis of age would be in another category based on maturity. Groups 
showing consistency with age and maturity are also consistent in 
terms of young people’s life situation; however, it is rather ambiva-
lent in unconventional groups. The survey provides data on the life 
situation of ambivalent groups, thus, helping in their interpretation. 
(For example, most forced adults are still financially dependent on 
their parents and have unfavourable financial positions, which indi-
cates that they have not been able to begin ‘real’ adulthood, they are 
forced to support themselves.)

Although scientific research favours effectiveness (to mea-
sure what we want to know) over efficiency (to measure easily), this 
distinction has not really been considered; whereas it seems that 
traditional age groups do not coincide with the youth concept of 
the 21st century. The concept of biological, psychological, and social 
maturity has shifted from statistical age classifications; thus, such 
statistical data collections should be treated with constraints. More-
over, it is not enough to modify age groups, but in the definition of 
youth the concept of individual maturity and life situation should be 
at least equally important. To make the question casual: do you have 
to reach a certain age to obtain a driver’s licence, to purchase alco-
holic drinks and tobacco products, to get married; or rather a certain 
(biological, psychological, and social) maturity?

•
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Multiculture under 

Neoliberalism

Malcolm James

Introduction 

This chapter explores the ‘negative politics’ of a nine-year-old, white 
and working class girl called Kristen. Kristen attended Leyham Youth 
Club, outer East London between 2008 and 2010, and I got to know 
here while I was working there on my PhD research. 

Kristen went to the local primary school and lived moments 
from the youth club in a small terraced house that she shared with 
her three siblings, her mother and her often absent father. Her fam-
ily struggled to make ends meet, and Kristen was often withdrawn. 
We met during the filming of a street dance project at Leyham Youth 
Club. As our relationship developed, it became clear that Kristen was 
struggling against her marginalisation from neoliberal society, and 
that this struggle was political. 

Kristen’s politics were not those of utopian horizons or 
clearly stated demands. They were a politics of anger, constituted 
through neoliberal marginalisation, and performed through the 
symbols available from that matrix. This struggle was not only 
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Kristen’s but resonated beyond her personal biography, to incorpo-
rate other struggles in other times and places. 

In this chapter I want to argue that Kristen’s politics have 
been sidelined, indeed rendered unintelligible, by some contem-
porary forms of sociological thinking. Instead of investigating the 
forms of politics that marginalised young people are doing, socio-
logical thinkers have instead sought to understand how youth poli-
tics have become apolitical under neoliberalism. This chapter argues 
for a reassessment of this position. Through engaging with Kristen’s 
struggle, it addresses how marginalised young people are doing pol-
itics under neoliberalism, it addresses what they mean, and what 
alternative horizons they might project. 

Contextual and methodological notes

Before entering into this analysis, it is helpful to foreground the 
research context of, and methodological approach taken in, my PhD 
research. 

I got to know Kristen between 2008 and 2010 while I was 
conducting ethnographic research on young people and urban mul-
ticulture (including youth politics) at Leyham Youth Club. Leyham 
Youth Club was a single story building located on the edge of a large 
park in the London Borough of Newham, outer East London. It was 
divided into the larger ‘front room’ and the smaller ‘back lobby’. The 
front room was used for a variety of activities, including: indoor 
football, dodgeball,1 table tennis and pool, in which I participated 
with limited degrees of aptitude, and was equipped with a loud ste-
reo system donated by one of the youth worker’s brothers. The back 

1 Dodgeball is a game in which players try to hit members of the opposing 
team by throwing balls at them whilst trying to avoid being hit by balls 
themselves. Players are ‘out’ when they are hit by the ball. The game was 
popularised by the fi lm Dodgeball (Thurber 2004).
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lobby had three very popular and very virus-ridden computers with 
intermittently functioning internet connections. I spent my time 
talking to the young people and participating in a variety of activi-
ties and projects. 

The population of young people attending the youth club 
was ethnically diverse and this was testament to the area’s history 
of migration of movement. From the colonial period onwards, peo-
ple from all over the UK and world arrived in Newham as indus-
trial labourers, and as merchant and military naval crews. These 
were followed by post-colonial migrants, refugees and people from 
neighbouring boroughs looking for cheaper housing. Consequently, 
Kristen’s peers had Eastern European but also Irish, Scottish, Greek, 
English and Romany migratory histories. Some were black and Asian 
with African, Caribbean and south Asian pasts. Others had ancestry 
in Latin America, and many were ‘mixed’ and could compile multiple 
national histories within two generations. Most were also born and 
brought up in the borough. Kristen was white with an English family 
history. 

The majority of young people came from low-income fam-
ilies. Some experienced intense poverty, and the majority, though 
not all, would have experienced deprivation across some, or all, of 
the seven domains of deprivation: income; employment; health 
and disability; education, skills and training deprivation; barriers to 
housing and services; living environment; and crime (Noble et al. 
2008: 13). These experiences of deprivation were part of a longer his-
tory of post-industrial and neoliberal rupture. The 24,000 job losses 
between 1966 and 1976, and the post-war decline of labour networks 
and neighbourly ‘slum’ architectures were experienced in contempo-
rary youth marginalisation. At the time I was working there, Newham 
was home to London’s highest increase in Job Seekers Allowance 
claimants (MacInnes et al. 2010), 53.9 per cent economic inactivity 
among young people (LBN 2010a: 44), the second highest ‘extent of 
deprivation’ of any district in the country (Noble et al. 2008: 86), and 
46.9 per cent of children living in persistent poverty (LBN 2010a: 45). 
It was also experiencing the highest public spending cuts in London 
driven forward by the Conservative’s ‘austerity’ agenda (BBC 2010). In 
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terms of education, for the academic year 2008–9, Newham was the 
third-lowest-achieving borough in London at GCSE level: 64.8 per 
cent of young people achieved five passes at grades A*–C and 47.9 
per cent of young people achieved five passes at grades A*–C includ-
ing English and maths (LBN 2010b). The secondary school closest to 
Leyham Youth Club, that Kristen would attend, was among the low-
est-achieving in the country with under 30 per cent of young people 
achieving five passes at grades A*–C in 2010 (BBC 2011).

As with other scholarship in this field (Alexander 2000; Back 
1994; Nayak 2003), I employed ethnography to access to the fabric of 
everyday life in and around the youth club. Ethnography provided a 
method malleable enough to respond to the issues important to the 
young people located there (Back 2007; Willis, Trondman 2002). This 
ethnography comprised of different methods. It entailed conduct-
ing participant observation two or three afternoons and evenings a 
week at the youth club. I interviewed young people and youth work-
ers to deepen knowledge of histories and events. I also developed a 
range of participant methods to provide access to new sites of social 
enquiry (virtual, temporal and spatial). Given the nature of youth 
work, these participant methods responded to specific opportunities 
afforded by the youth club and the activities in which young peo-
ple were engaged. One such opportunity was provided by the com-
mencement of a youth-led street dance initiative and a related video 
documentary project. It was here that I got to know Kristen, although 
this chapter is not about participant video making. Through these 
methods, a multi-sited ethnography developed that connected the 
physical geographies of the youth club and young people to other 
temporal and virtual sites (Bakhtin 1981: 84–258; Holquist 1981; 
Marcus 1998). 

In terms of ethnographic craft, the reflexive approach taken 
in the research was heavily influenced by the work of Alexander, 
Clifford and Rosaldo whose prescient insights into ethnographic 
practice are too often drowned out by demands for realism and pos-
itivism is social research (Alexander 2003; Clifford 1988; Rosaldo 
1993). Building on literary understandings of dialogue and creativity, 
these authors argue that if ethnography is to be relevant to everyday 
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life it should be open to the untidy nature of social formation. Con-
sequently, because social life and ethnographic practice are not neat, 
this chapter, and the wider research, do not endorse formulaic and 
standardised procedures by which an understanding of reality is 
(duplicitously) attained. It does endorse the view that ethnography 
is a messy, uncertain and plural process, and that this multi-sited 
and open reality attains a problematic fixedness through the eth-
nographer’s pen. 

Post-politics and apolitics

Through engaging with Kristen’s struggle, this chapter begins an 
exploration of the politics of marginalised young people under neo-
liberalism. In so doing, it develops and extends contemporary anal-
ysis of youth culture in neo-Marxian and black studies scholarship. 

Prevailing neo-Marxian and black studies theses argue that 
under neoliberalism youth culture has become apolitical.2 They 
highlight liberal myths of ‘resistance’, examine the transformation of 
youth culture, and address the absence of contemporary utopias of 
revolution or freedom. Through their interrelated theses on working 
class and black popular culture they assert a powerful narrative of 
youth apolitics in marginalised urban locations. These analyses have 
tended to obfuscate the contemporary politics also being done at 
these sites. To address Kristen’s politics in these locations, it is use-
ful to foreground these theses, to engage with their analyses of youth 
apolitics, and to explore beyond their conclusions how young people 
continue to do politics when struggling against marginalisation.3

2 These are not coherent critiques. Black studies work is often sceptical of the 
taken-for-granted white Eurocentric position of neo-Marxian political analysis.

3 In the service of addressing the main focus of this chapter this has necessari-
ly entailed some simplifi cation of more contested and wide-ranging debates.  
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The neo-Marxian thesis puts forward that social structures 
during industrial modernity produced forms of community and soli-
darity, and that these structures created certain biographic and social 
certainties in terms of employment, family life, community, leisure 
and social geography that also related to working class labour organ-
isations and political solidarities (Winlow, Hall 2006:  20). These 
working class politics, in their various guises, had horizons of better 
rights, and in some cases of revolutionary emancipation (Winlow, 
Hall 2012: 466, 468). These relatively stable social formations also 
contributed to identifiable working class resistances against bour-
geois education and policing (Humphries 1981; Willis 1977) that 
intersected with black resistance against white racism (Alexander 
1996; Bennett 1999; Jones 1988; Lawrence 1982; Nayak 2003). 

The thesis continues, that from the Thatcherite period 
onwards, political affinities based around labour, kinship and social 
structure were replaced with individual projects of self-interest 
(Winlow and Hall 2006:8). Through the political orthodoxy of pri-
vatisation, struggles against middle class hegemony were individu-
alised (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2001:23) and in the absence of collec-
tive politics, working class young people were left with the gnawing 
self-responsibility for their own failure (Bauman 2001; Beck 1992). 
Likewise, Marxian resistances were consumed by capitalism’s con-
stant demand for novelty and new markets, and in this sense sub-
sumed into the hegemonic socio-economic system (Clarke et al. 
1976; Frank 1997). Here the individual was cast as consumer, and the 
ideology of consumption extended to everything, from objects, pol-
itics and space to human relations, including care (Bauman 2001; 
Miles 2010; Valluvan et al. 2013). Self-worth and failure, citizenship 
and denizenship was now measured through unobtainable horizons 
of consumption made for middle class consumers through working 
class marginalisation (Winlow, Hall 2006: 5).

According to this distilled neo-Marxian thesis, the out-
come of these shifts was youth apolitics in which the markers of 
idealised Marxian politics were replaced with neoliberal modes of 
living. Forms of working class solidarity were replaced with indi-
vidualism and racialised self-interest. Forms of resistance became 
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novelty-for-sale. Forms of collectivity were replaced with consum-
erism. Visions of greater rights or revolution were written over with 
horizons of unobtainable spending power. Protest then, as the 2011 
UK Riots demonstrated, was only possible through meaningless con-
sumerist revolt – a revolt with no utopia (Winlow, Hall 2012; Žižek 
2011).4

The black studies thesis on youth apolitics is differently 
located at the crux of the declining black power movement, the rise 
of Pan-Africanist solidarity (Eshun 2003: 294), and the challenge to 
commercilaised black popular culture by an art, music and literary 
scene referred to as ‘afro-futurism’ (Akomfrah 1996; hooks 2004: 17). 
According to the black studies thesis, this moment provided the 
social and mental tools to sustain hope and imagine freedom from 
racist society (Dery 1994; Eshun 2003; Mayer 2000). 

The black studies argument continues that through neo-
liberalism, these collective fights against white supremacy were 
replaced by individualist body-centred bio-politics (hooks 1992; 
hooks 2004; West 1994). In the US context of post-slavery and urban 
deprivation, this decimation of collective struggle gave unchecked 
rise to the anti-sociability and nihilism found in West’s “black Amer-
ica” and hook’s discussion of hip hop (hooks 2004; West 1994: 24). 
Fomented in the crucible of US capitalism, these forms of individu-
alism were over-determined by consumerism and associated images 
of “comfort, convenience, machismo, femininity, violence and sexual 
stimulation” (West 1994: 26–27). These market moralities pervaded 
everyday urban life and found, not for the first time, expression in 
black popular culture (Ellison 1995; Gilroy 2000: 196). Hip hop, once 
a vernacular form of anti-capitalist protest became sold-out (hooks 
2004). Through individualism, capitalism and masculine violence, 
post-racial horizons were replaced with horizons of money or violent 
death (Gilroy 2013: 31–32; hooks 1992). Expressions that once con-
tained the politics of struggle, touted individualism, capitalism and 
anti-sociability to the global pop consumer. In this way, the bodies 

4 See (Harvey et al. 2013) for a discussion of how racialised and classed 
discourses obfuscated other readings of the ‘riots’.
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of performers and their former struggles were packaged as racialised 
dissent for those keen to invest in a taste of the ‘other’ (Gilroy 2010: 
126; Hall 1996: 23). 

According to this thesis, the outcome of these shifts was 
also youth apolitics. The collective politics of freedom were replaced 
with the embrace of capitalism, individualism, racialised body-pol-
itics – namely, “the ruling values of imperialist, white-supremacist, 
capitalist patriarchy” (hooks 2004: 141–142), and sites of transfor-
mative intervention became the politics of domination (hooks 2004: 
140–141). 

Negative politics

Neo-Marxian and black studies analyses of youth culture under 
neoliberalism paint a picture in which the radical politics of youth 
culture have been replaced by individualism and consumerism to 
the extent that they are almost fully complicit in their own racial, 
classed and gendered domination. These analyses find their conflu-
ence in the study of British urban youth culture where performances 
of anti-sociability, individualism and consumerism are associated 
with black popular culture, working class culture and contemporary 
apoliticality. This chapter argues that while these theses illumi-
nate one dimension of youth culture under neoliberalism they do 
not sufficiently address its broader politics. It argues that politics is 
still being done in marginalised locations and that these politics are 
meaningful and worthy of attention in their own right.

To address these shortcomings the concept of ‘performa-
tivity’ is used (Butler 1988; Butler, Athanasiou 2013: 99). Through 
addressing Kristen’s politics as performance, the analysis can move 
beyond the above theses, to understand how politics continue to be 
done with reference to the neoliberal matrix (Butler 1988). Perfor-
mativity provides a means of addressing how Kristen’s script was 
written in a white, middle class and patriarchal matrix, and how 
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she experienced marginalisation on the basis of being not-white-
enough, working class and female. Performativity allows us to under-
stand how Kristen engaged in her struggle against this matrix by 
making use of resources from it and how these struggles challenged 
normative power and reclaimed agency from the matrix because of 
the centrality of her abjection to normative systems of power (Butler 
1993: 3).5 To this extent, it makes legible the forms of politics ren-
dered unintelligible by the above theses (Butler 1997: 219).

This chapter refers to this politics as ‘negative’. Negative 
politics denotes how performed through symbols of consumerism, 
individualism, racism and masculine violence, Kristen’s politics did 
not contain positive utopias of revolution or emancipation. Negative 
politics also denotes the affective tone of Kristen’s politics which 
were characterised by expressions of anger, rather than hope, sym-
bolic of “degree(s) of rage against the history that has written such 
abject scripts for [her]” (Spivak, Harasym 1990: 62). These negative 
politics were particular to Kristen but they were also plural and con-
stituted in a wider diasporic nexus. Here performances drew on a 
global symbolic repertoire. They mixed the symbolic use of hip hop 
anti-sociability to make sense of socio-historic formations of alien-
ation and masculine violence that had roots in localised working 
class disenfranchisement. In this way, she cited symbols of margin-
alisation from different times and spaces to do politics in outer East 
London (Butler 1993; Butler, Athanasiou 2013: 157; Gilroy 1993). 

Kristen’s performance of marginalisation

To explore the meaning and potential of contemporary youth pol-
itics, the remainder of the chapter addresses Kristen’s story and 

5 As the repudiation of Kristen is part of the core of the normative matrix, 
these struggles, like all struggles, are disruptive. 
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her particular struggle with and against neoliberal marginalisation 
around Leyham youth club. 

To do this, it is helpful to learn a little more about Kristen. 
During the time I knew her, Kristen was a shy person, seemingly 
uncomfortable with herself and with social relationships and prone 
to sudden outbursts of aggression. However, she was also curious and 
sociable within her own comfort zones. Youth workers had a largely 
negative opinion of her. She was described as a ‘sociopath’ by some 
on account of her having tortured animals to death (although it was 
not clear whether these were daddy longlegs or dogs). Among young 
people and youth workers, she had a reputation as a grass and could 
be relied upon to give the illicit back-story to events that had been 
morally condemned. This was seen as a shameful trait, something 
akin to talking to the police and other powerful an untrustworthy 
representative of the bourgeois establishment (which sometimes 
included PhD researchers). She also was known, along with a num-
ber of her white friends, for using racially abusive taunts and banter 
against black, Asian and Eastern European peers. 

These aspects of her personality could not be understood 
aside from her marginalisation. Like many, but not all, of the young 
people I worked with at Leeside, Kristen was from a poor family that 
struggled to make ends meet. Her family received financial support 
from local organisations. She was aware of widespread youth unem-
ployment in the area, and innately understood the area’s history of 
marginalisation. She lived in a small terraced house that she shared 
with three other siblings, her mother and occasionally her father. 

These forms of marginalisation, played out in the gendered 
politics of the household. The father’s occasional return was associ-
ated with aggression as he tried to assert his authority on the fam-
ily, in an attempt to recoup economic powerlessness and assuage 
his self-responsibility for failure. Similarly, struggling to come to 
terms with his own powerlessness Kristen’s brother, twelve, was vio-
lent to his mother and his mother to him. At the same time, he was 
the victim of violence as other young men tried to establish their 
position in society. Kristen’s mother got into debt buying branded 
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consumables for the children – such as the tracksuits, MP3 players 
and phones – which functioned as tokens of care.

Kristen’s socio-historical script cannot be understood aside 
from this. She lived in a poor family and was surrounded by youth 
unemployment and a local history of disenfranchisement. Con-
nected to this, she experienced masculine violence and anti-socia-
bility as men and women around her used aggression to try and rec-
tify their own gendered failure in a system stacked against them. She 
understood the importance of consumer objects as items of prestige 
and care. Individualisation was reinforced through her encounters 
with violence and consumerism. 

These themes were brought together in Kristen’s perfor-
mance of a street robbery. We had just come back to Leeside youth 
club after Christmas 2010, and I asked Kristen what her Christmas 
had been like (the assumption I make revealed a lot about my middle 
class privilege). As recorded in my field notes, she didn’t say whether 
she enjoyed it, but reeled off a list of presents she had been given: 
some tracksuits – an Adidas one that was too big and a McKen zie 
one that she was wearing but had ‘scuffed up’. She had got it muddy 
playing on the adventure playground. The McKenzie tracksuit had a 
hood and a zip that went all the way from the waistband to the top 
of the hood. When zipped up fully it completely covered her face. 
I asked, jokingly, if I could zip it up. She looked at me to gauge my 
intentions and said I could, if I promised to undo it. This was a sig-
nificant moment of trust that I hadn’t seen her engage in elsewhere, 
but in the end she didn’t completely trust me. She decided to zip 
it up herself but not all the way, leaving just enough space for her 
eyes. And then she acted out a street robbery. Changing into what 
she thought was a threatening posture she demanded I give her my 
money. The performance had prefigured my middle class response 
and I felt discomfort. I unzipped her face and the performance ended. 
She told me with bravado, but no irony, that she was going to be a 
street robber when she grew up. Then she walked off.

Although I will go on to suggest this event was a performance 
of negative politics, it was also an example of Kristen’s subjection 
to neoliberalism. The performance of the street robber highlighted 
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her conformity to the neoliberal matrix. In the story, she is given 
branded goods in a Christmas associated with accumulation rather 
that sociability. These goods are poor substitutes for more affective 
forms of care and consequently are treated with disregard. She ref-
erences the good’s brand names because her moral life and social 
standing is mediated through consumption. She knows that McK-
enzie and Adidas are more expensive and have higher values than 
their unbranded counterparts. The hooded tracksuit also represents 
anti-sociability and capitalism that she idealises because of her 
marginalisation from a middle class matrix of individual power and 
consumer spending. The full-length zip is appealing to her because 
it exaggerates the threat represented by the anonymous hooded 
masses that contemporary middle class discourses on working class 
youth obsess with. These symbols provide her with the means to 
perform the street robbery, which is also a performance of her future 
vocation. The street robber allows her to imagine “getting rich or be 
criminalised trying” (sic) and in this way she conditions her future 
through the consumer freedoms that are predicated on her margin-
alisation. Finally, the street robber fulfils the enactment of anti-so-
cial individual power over others. 

Kristen’s performance of negative politics

Kristen’s life was therefore constituted through neoliberal margin-
alisation. However, her performances were more than just apolitical 
conformity to the prevailing order. While constituted with the neo-
liberal matrix, Kristen’s performances were also struggles against it. 
As negative politics, these struggles were angry and did not project 
utopian horizons, but they were struggles for power, against margin-
alisation, and as such contained disruptions and new possibilities. 

Returning to the discussion above, it is possible to under-
stand that Kristen’s performances were not only about conformity, 
but were also about winning back power or agency that she was 
denied. We can see this in her propensity to ‘grass’. Although her 
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grassing was sometimes a show of solidarity, with her brother for 
example and against the people that were aggressing upon him, it 
was at the same time a way in which she could assert power over 
other people by allying herself with the authority of the youth 
workers. This was in reality a temporary alliance, as youth workers 
frowned on these acts. The torturing of animals could also be seen 
as means through which she asserted control and power over others. 

The consumer objects that appear in her life as tokens of 
care, and verifications of individual spending power are treated 
angrily. They are ‘scuffed’ in the adventure playgrounds. This is not 
incidental but part of a wider pattern of behaviour. Other young peo-
ple would also damage or destroy new consumer objects and give the 
rationale of anger at peripheral events that need to be taken out on 
the object. These can be understood as struggles against the tokeni-
sation of affective care in a consumer society. 

Her performance of the street robber might also be inter-
preted as an act of struggle. As mentioned above, the symbolic rep-
ertoire of the hooded street robber cites global hip hop culture. In 
so doing, it provides Kristen with a repertoire to an act out individ-
ualism, anti-sociability and informal earning that simultaneously 
makes sense of her marginalisation from patriarchal and consumer 
power. However, Kristen’s act of robbing was not only conformity but 
also a struggle against it. Finding power in her hood, Kristen’s robber 
uses symbolism from the neoliberal matrix to struggle against a sys-
tem (white, middle class and patriarchal) which denies her agency. 
As an embodiment of that system, it made sense for her claim could 
be made against me. Her particular act of violence, robbing me rather 
than attacking me, was further symbolic of her struggle against a 
consumer society she was marginalised from. 

The act of robbing as unofficial earning can also be thought 
of as a struggle against middle class neoliberal capitalism that mar-
ginalised her from legitimate employment. Robbing provided her 
with an alternative strategy for earning and living that coincided 
with hip hop and local narratives of informal earning. In this way, 
the hooded robber cited the money-making narrative of global hip 
hop as it does the local histories of working class informal earning 
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(robbery and low level criminal enterprise) in outer East London 
(Hobbs 1988). 

It is also possible to move slightly further and tentatively 
suggest the existence of a more radical politics in this otherwise 
negative performance. On one level, when Kristen put up her hood 
she retreated into the anonymous figure of neoliberal marginalisa-
tion (the hooded youth), where who she was as a subject was less 
important than her unnamed constitution through commodifica-
tion, money, masculine violence and racialised mediascapes of fear. 
However, that same moment could also be thought about as a dif-
ferent and more radical kind of escape from the struggles that she 
faced outside it. It is possible that in that moment of partial darkness 
and introspection before the street robber is visible, a space becomes 
available in which, out of necessity, she transcends the weight of 
neoliberal domination and imagines a different future to the one she 
acts out. The retreat into the hood and initially allowing me to do it 
up to the top can also be read as a moment of trust and sociability. 
In the context of her constitution through masculine violence and 
her extreme caution with peers, this was significant. In nearly letting 
me do up her hood she was open to an interaction that carried reci-
procity and kindness which was based on our mutual understanding 
and the banal friendship we had shown each other. In the act of what 
became the street robber, trust, care and relationality momentarily 
prefigured anti-sociability and individualism bringing into question 
the totalising force of neoliberal marginalisation. 

In conclusion 

In conclusion, this short chapter has argued for engaging with mar-
ginalised young people’s political performances as meaningful. 
Building on the neo-Marxian and black studies analyses of youth 
culture under neoliberalism the chapter has endeavoured to demon-
strate that a thesis of youth apolitics is insufficient for understanding 
Kristen’s struggles against marginalisation. Through a discussion of 
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Kristen’s politics, the chapter has not asserted that a revolutionary 
or emancipatory politics is widespread in outer East London. Rather, 
it has sought to develop the neo-Marxian and black studies theses, 
to address the meaning and existence of contemporary youth poli-
tics under neoliberalism. 

Through a discussion of Kristen’s politics, the chapter has 
shown how neoliberal marginalisation framed performances of 
individualism, anti-sociability and consumption. However, it has 
also shown how youth politics in marginalised places is constituted 
with this matrix. The symbols available to Kristen’s politics and the 
socio-historical scripts she performed were inseparable from this. It 
has also explored how this matrix coloured Kristen’s politics as neg-
ative. Kristen’s politics were not utopian in the neo-Marxian or black 
studies sense and were performed, in part, towards the horizon of 
“getting rich quick or be criminalised trying”. 

However, Kristen’s negative politics did not only conform 
to the neoliberal matrix but also struggled against it. Through the 
scripts of individualism and consumption, and its constitution in a 
white, middle class and patriarchal system of dominance, Kristen 
struggled to win agency and futurity. While these struggles were often 
complicit in her domination they were also rupturing. The moments 
of care and reciprocity they contained were radically affirming and 
questioned the strength of neoliberalism’s grip. Kristen’s perfor-
mance of the street robber also hinted towards marginalisation as 
a radical resource for opposing domination and imagining alterna-
tive horizons, including forcing me to rethink my own privileged and 
often uncritical performance of white, middle class patriarchy. 

Overall, Kristen’s story asks that we complicate, listen to, 
and make intelligible the politics of marginalised young people. 
Through engaging ethnographic tales with social theory, it is pos-
sible to rethink the relationships of marginalised young people to 
neoliberalism, and listen mo re closely to what their performances 
tell us about oppression, their struggles against it, and possibly also 
their politics beyond it. 

•



Hopeless Youth! Apolitical Youth?

220

References

Akomfrah, John 1996. Last Angel of 
History. UK: Black Audio Film 
Collective.

Alexander, Claire 1996. The Art of Being 
Black: the Creation of Black British 
Youth Identities. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press.

Alexander, Claire 2000. The Asian Gang: 
Ethnicity, Identity, Masculinity. 
Oxford: Berg.

Alexander, Claire 2003. ‘Writing race: 
ethnography and the imagination 
of The Asian Gang’. In Martin 
Bulmer and John Solomos (eds.). 
Researching Race and Racism. 
London: Routledge, 134–149.

Back, Les 1994. New Ethnicities and Urban 
Culture: Racisms and Multiculture in 
Young Lives. London: UCL Press.

Back, Les 2007. The Art of Listening. 
Oxford: Berg.

Bakhtin, M. M. 1981. The Dialogic 
Imagination: Four Essays. Austin and 
London: University of Texas Press.

Bauman, Zygmunt 2001. The 
Individualized Society. Cambridge: 
Polity.

BBC 2010. ‘Poorest London boroughs 
face deep funding cuts’. http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-
london-11991987 (8.03.2011).

BBC 2011. ‘Secondary schools and colleges 
in Newham’. http://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/special/education/school_
tables/secondary/10/html/316.stm 
(2.03.2011).

Beck, Ulrich 1992. Risk Society: Towards a 
New Modernity. London: Sage.

Beck, Ulrich and Beck-Gernsheim, 
Elisabeth 2001. Individualization: 
Institutionalized Individualism and 
its Social and Political Consequences. 
London: Sage.

 Butler, Judith 1988. ‘Performative acts 
and gender constitution: an essay 
in phenomenology and feminist 
theory’. – Theatre Journal, 40, 4, 
519–531.

 Butler, Judith 1993. Bodies That Matter: On 
the Discursive Limits Of “Sex”. New 
York: Routledge.

 Butler, Judith and Athanasiou, Athena 
2013. Dispossession: the Performative 
in the Political. London: Polity.

 Clarke, John; Hall, Stuart; Jefferson, 
Tony and Roberts, Brian 1976. 
‘Subcultures, cultures and class: a 
theoretical overview’. In Stuart Hall 
and Tony Jefferson (eds.). Resistance 
through Rituals: Youth Subcultures 
in Post-War Britain. London: 
Hutchinson, 9–74.

 Clifford, James 1988. The Predicament 
of Culture: Twentieth-Century 
Ethnography, Literature, and 
Art. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press.

 Dery, Mark 1994. ‘Black to the future: 
interviews with Samuel R. Delany, 
Greg Tate and Tricia Rose’. In Mark 
Dery (ed.). Flame Wars: the Discourse 
by Cyberculture. Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 179–222.

 Ellison, Ralph 1995. ‘Blues people’. In 
Ralph Ellison and John F. Callahan 
(eds.). The Collected Essays of Ralph 
Ellison. New York: Modern Library, 
278–290.



221

Kristen’s Struggle: Negative Politics, 
Marginalisation and Multiculture 
under Neoliberalism

Malcolm James

 Eshun, Kowdo 2003. ‘Further consider-
ations on afrofuturism’. – CR: the 
Centennial Review, 3, 2, 287–302.

 Frank, Thomas 1997. The conquest of Cool: 
Business Culture, Counterculture, 
and the Rise of Hip Consumerism. 
Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press.

 Gilroy, Paul 1993. The Black Atlantic: 
Modernity and Double Consciousness. 
London: Verso.

 Gilroy, Paul 2000. Between Camps: Race, 
Identity and Nationalism at the End of 
the Colour Line. London: Allen Lane.

 Gilroy, Paul 2010. Darker than Blue: On 
the Moral Economies of Black Atlantic 
Culture. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press.

 Gilroy, Paul 2013. ‘... We Got to Get Over 
Before We Go Under... Fragments 
for a History of Black Vernacular 
Neoliberalism’. – New Formations: 
a Journal of Culture/Theory/Politics, 
80–81: 22–38.

 Hall, Stuart 1996. ‘What is this black in 
black popular culture?’. In Stuart 
Hall, David Morley and Kuan-Hsing 
Chen (eds.). Stuart Hall: Critical 
Dialogues in Cultural Studies. 
London: Routledge, 468–478.

 Harvey, Laura; Ringrose, Jessica and Gill, 
Rosalind 2013. ‘Swagger, ratings 
and masculinity: theorising the 
circulation of social and cultural 
value in teenage boys’ digital 
peer networks’. – Sociological 
Research Online, 18, 4. http://www.
socresonline.org.uk/18/4/9.html 
(16.06.2014).

 Hobbs, Dick 1988. Doing the Business: 
Entrepreneurship, The Working Class 
and Detectives in the East End of 
London. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

 Holquist, Michael 1981. ‘Glossary’. 
In M. M. Bakhtin. The Dialogic 
Imagination: Four Essays. Austin and 
London: University of Texas Press.

 hooks, bell 1992. Black Looks: Race and 
Representation. Boston, MA: South 
End Press.

 hooks, bell 2004. We Real Cool: Black 
Men and Masculinity. New York: 
Routledge.

 Humphries, Stephen 1981. Hooligans or 
Rebels? An Oral History of Working-
class Childhood and Youth 1889–1939. 
Oxford: Blackwell.

 Lawrence, Errol 1982. ‘Just plain common 
sense: the ‘roots’ of racism’. In The 
Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism 
in 70s Britain. London: Hutchinson, 
47–94.

 LBN 2010a. ‘Economic development 
strategy 2010 to 2027’: London 
Borough of Newham. www.newham.
gov.uk/.../NewhamEconomic 
DevelopmentStrategy2010.pdf 
(11.05.2011). 

 LBN 2010b. ‘Newham INFO: overview 
education’. http://www.newham.
info/IAS/profiles/profile?profileId= 
42&geoTypeId= 6&geoIds=00BB 
(11.05.2011).

 MacInnes, Tom; Parekh, Anushree and 
Kenway, Peter 2010. London’s 
poverty profile: reporting on the 
recession. New Policy Institute. 
http://www.londonspovertyprofile.
org.uk/downloads/ CPF-
povertyreport2010-LR.pdf 
(8.03.2011). 

 Marcus, George E. 1998. Ethnography 
through Thick and Thin. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press.



222

Apolitical Youth?Hopeless Youth!

 Mayer, Ruth 2000. ‘“Africa as an alien 
future”: the middle passage, 
afrofuturism, and postcolonial 
vernacular’. – Amerikastudien, 45, 
555–566.

 Miles, Steven 2010. Spaces for 
Consumption: Pleasure and 
Placelessness In the Post-industrial 
City. London: Sage.

 Nayak, Anoop 2003. Race, Place and 
Globalization: Youth Cultures in a 
Changing World. Oxford: Berg.

 Noble, Michael et al. 2008. The 
English Indices of Deprivation 
2007. Communities and Local 
Government. http://www.
communities.gov.uk/documents/
communities/pdf/733520.pdf. 
(13.11.2008). 

 Rosaldo, Renato 1993. Culture & Truth: the 
Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: 
Beacon Press.

 Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty 1990. The 
Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, 
Strategies, Dialogues. Ed. by Sarah 
Harasym. New York: Routledge.

 Thurber, Rawson Marshall 2004. 
Dodgeball: A True Underdog Story. 
USA: Twentieth Century Fox Film 
Corporation.

 Valluvan, Sivamohan; Kapoor, Nisha and 
Kalra, Virinder S. 2013. ‘Critical 
consumers run riot in Manchester’. 
– Journal for Cultural Reasearch, 17, 2. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14797585.2
012.756245 (18.02.2013).

 West, Cornel 1994. Race Matters. New 
York: First Vintage Books.

 Willis, Paul E. 1977. Learning to Labour: 
How Working Class Kids Get Working 
Class Jobs. Farnborough, Hants.: 
Saxon House.

 Willis, Paul and Trondman, Mats 2002. 
‘Manifesto for Ethnography’. – 
Cultural Studies, 2, 3, 394–402.

 Winlow, Simon and Hall, Steve 2006. 
Violent Night: Urban Leisure and 
Contemporary Culture. Oxford: Berg.

 Winlow, Simon and Hall, Steve 2012. 
‘A predictably obedient riot: 
postpolitics, consumer culture, and 
the English riots of 2011’. – Cultural 
Politics, 8, 3, 465–488.

Žižek, Slavoj 2011. ‘Shoplifters of the 
world unite’. – London Review of 
Books, 19 August. http://www.lrb.
co.uk/2011/08/19/slavoj-zizek/
shoplifters-of-the-world-unite 
(9.03.2014).



223

Who Are You 
Calling Radical? 

Revisiting ‘Resistance’ 
in the London 
Asian Scene

Helen Kim

One Tuesday night in early October, 2008 I was doing fieldwork at 
club night ‘Bombay Bronx’ at the self-consciously gritty Notting Hill 
Arts Club. Bombay Bronx is no longer in existence. It was the central 
night for many members of the London Asian urban music scene to 
meet one another. The terms ‘Asian’ merit a brief explanation. ‘Asian’ 
refers to the diasporic South Asian community of Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan ethnic heritage. The music on the Lon-
don Asian music scene includes a diverse range of musical genres 
including bhangra, R&B and hip hop, as well as what might be called 
‘hybrid’ sounds. ‘Hybrid’ sounds are generally produced created 
when producers take bhangra and Bollywood beats and instrumen-
tals and fuse them with ‘urban’ music such as hip hop and R&B. The 
use of Asian instrumentation, including tabla, sitar, and dhol drum, 
is common. As already noted, I refer to the scene as the ‘Asian urban 
music scene’; others call it the ‘desi beats’ scene, ‘desi hip hop’, ‘post 
bhangra’ or quite simply ‘Asian music’. 

I was there to see artist Riz MC perform his controversial 
single, entitled ‘Post 9/11 Blues’ to a raucously enthusiastic and 
cheering crowd. His single was released in 2006, stirring up a con-
troversy after BBC radio stations refused to play the song because of 
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its political content.  After the show, Riz makes his way to the bar as 
young men clap his back, shake his hand and stop to talk. When I go 
to the bathroom, two young women march in. One declares loudly, ‘I 
don’t know… he’s funny but he’s a bit boring going on about 9/11 and 
all that. It really kinda turns me off… he talked too much about poli-
tics. I think he needs to stop talking about that too much.’ The other 
one laughs and says ‘oh my god, I know. It’s too much!’ The common 
reaction against an artist such as Riz MC that I encountered within 
the South Asian diasporic (Asian) or ‘desi’ music scene in London 
suggests a profound ambivalence around the role of politics1 within 
the lives of young Asian Londoners.  

Within sociology and popular music studies, contemporary 
forms of British Asian cultural production have not received much 
attention, even though Asian diasporic artists such as Jay Sean and 
MIA have achieved mainstream success both in the UK and the US. 
Earlier forms of British Asian musical expression such as bhangra 
and the ‘Asian Underground’ have been discussed through textual 
and theoretical analyses2. However, this article offers a brief ethno-
graphic introduction to this contemporary example of British Asian 
popular culture, taking an empirical approach that focuses on how 
the creative work that they do opens up a space for which a debate 
around political, cultural and social matters can be discussed and 
questioned. This empirical approach deals with the way these cul-
tural politics is practiced and experienced, taking into account the 
ambivalence, messiness and inconsistency that are part of everyday 
life. 

Moreover, youth music cultures have traditionally been con-
structed around the notion of difference and ‘resistance’ to dominant 

1 By politics I mean a cultural politics of strategies or practices of critical 
engagement that challenge, resist and transform existing structures of power, 
dominance and inequality. This defi nition of cultural politics is rooted in a 
cultural studies tradition and more specifi cally in how Stuart Hall (1993, 1996) 
once defi ned strategies or a cultural politics of identity and representation.

2 For more on bhangra and the ‘Asian Underground’, see Ballantyne 2006; 
Baumann, Banerji 1993; Dawson 2007; Dudrah 2002; Gopinath 1995, 2005; 
Sharma, Hutnyk, Sharma 1996a).
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values; this has remained consistent to youth culture studies even 
after the decline of CCS’s influential ‘subcultural’ theory in which 
the notion was introduced (Bennett 1999; Nayak 2003a; Frith 2004). 
As Frith notes, contemporary theorists still “hanker for evidence of 
resistance and transgression” (2004: 176). It is often the case that 
minority diasporic music cultures are burdened with the assump-
tion of ‘radical’ or ‘resistant’ perspectives (Gilroy 1993). Yet diasporic 
youth cultures are varied and offer diverse perspectives, not simply 
offering acts or views of ‘resistance’ to normative structures. In Lon-
don, contemporary youth music cultures, such as the ‘desi’ urban/
hip hop and bhangra music ‘scene’ present alternative cultural sites 
to national ‘mainstream’ narratives of British Asianness. Crucially, 
thesealternative sites should not be automatically read as sites of 
resistance but offer complex and contradictory political positioning. 
The concept of resistance that is the lens through which to under-
stand these cultural practices  has dominated discourses on youth 
cultures. I argue that this does not adequately explain the specific-
ities of contemporary, Asian cultural production and practices. The 
framework of ‘resistance’ should be replaced by a more nuanced 
concept of strategic dissonance towards the mainstream AND the 
marginal that suggests that resistance is not the only or even sig-
nificant mode of contemporary Asian youth cultures. This demands 
a rethinking of contemporary readings of youth cultural formations 
and identity-making that pays attention to specific urban migration 
histories, diasporic and transnational connections, contemporary 
forms of racism in the UK and relatedly, the  neoliberalization of the 
city. 

“We’re just like everyone else” – identifying 
with the majority

Popular culture has often been conceived as a site of resistance, but it 
is more often than not an ambivalent and contested cultural terrain. 
In the following section, I explore how the burden of popular music 
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which is “constructed as a discourse of protest” (Peddie 2006: 18) 
reduces the complexities of some of these cultural practices within 
the Asian urban music scene.  

The scene is comprised of ambivalent relationships many 
Asian artists and fans have with politics that are largely tied to late 
stage capitalist shifts in racial and class structures in Britain that 
have helped to remake racial, gendered, and class identities. In par-
ticular, the rise of neoliberalism, and globalization within the last 
30 years has brought culture into the very center of production and 
consumption. Cultural forms become accommodated and absorbed 
but also maintain their specificity and particularity. They become 
‘flexible’ regimes that reveal how capitalism absorbs  and contains 
forms of difference (Hall 1997).  

This shift towards neoliberalization of cultural practices and 
identities is summarized in a statement made by Mandeep, a 26 year 
old music video director within the scene. 

Mandeep: In the eighties, that’s when it [Asian cultural 
production] became this political thing with ADF, 
Fundamental, Aki Nawaz and all that lot and then they 
had something to stand up for. Stand up for your rights, 
cause I suppose that was the time when the concept of 
the institutional racism came about [with] the police, the 
riots. And it wasn’t just an Asian thing, it was the black 
community too. That’s when the political term ‘black’ was 
around through the seventies and the eighties. Whereas 
now music is more escapist. There aren’t any economic 
hardships, or political problems happening on our 
doorsteps… We haven’t got any direct struggles in front 
of us. We’re not struggling out of anything, to be honest. 
We’re quite affluent, we are over-represented in education, 
and we do well for ourselves. 

Helen: So you think that feeds into the underlying desire to 
make music? Is it about affluence and about taking it for 
granted that Asians are like everyone else?
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Mandeep: Yeah, well we are like everyone else! It’s 
not about emulating affluence, it’s about maintaining 
ambition…

Ballantyne (2006) argues that during the end of the 1990s, South 
Asians were becoming increasingly assimilated into the British mid-
dle class with a “renewed emphasis on the pursuit of material wealth 
and political influence often at the expense of social justice and the 
protection of the community’s welfare” (2006: 146).

The rise of a British Asian, urban middle class identity was 
formed in and through practices of consumption as well as through 
the cultural realm, such as music, film and visual arts. The politics 
of ‘race’ and diasporic belonging are shaped by economic structures 
but negotiated through culture. Considering this, Mandeep’s linking 
of music to politics and changing material circumstances highlights 
the importance of music in articulating everyday experiences. The 
material, cultural and political changes were occurring that meant 
young Asians were no longer only speaking from (and for) the mar-
gins. The once ‘underground’, subaltern space for the practice of a 
collective, oppositional politics that dominated Asian popular music 
in the 80s and most of the 90s – was slowly giving way to a mainly 
individualized, middle class, consumption dominated youth music 
space. For example, the dominance of hip hop as a globalized form 
of popular culture meant the embrace of the materialism often cel-
ebrated in mainstream US-led hip hop. In contrast to the politics 
of earlier Asian ‘underground’ music, the practices of consumption 
have eroded the notion that identity determines a kind of politics. 
Thus Mandeep’s statement reminds us that a community’s link to 
a practice of oppositional collective politics is determined by the 
broader political, social and economic circumstances of those times. 

Yet, it is also important to point out that this narrative of 
prosperity and betterment is more applicable to certain communities 
than to others. Here Mandeep is referring to his own experiences and 
that of the local Punjabi community of London. Mandeep’s statement 
reflects how the relatively privileged position of some Asian groups 
today is a direct outcome of the collective political movements of a 
previous generation in the UK. This generation of relatively affluent 
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young British Asians, more conservative and individualized, comes 
out of those collective movements. To an extent, this link has been 
devalued or remained unspoken within Asian communities, and is 
largely absent from academic literature on ‘race’ at the time (Rama-
murthy 2006).  

In Gautum Malkani’s frank statements outlined below, the 
30 year old Asian music fan, and author of novel ‘Londonstani’3 sat 
down and spoke with me about how conservative Asian immigrant 
parents just wanted their children to achieve material success with-
out acknowledging the political history that many first generation 
Asians have created through collective action (Sivanandan 1981; 
Brah 1996; Ramamurthy 2006). 

Gautum: I would argue that people like Talvin Singh4 and 
Nitin Sawhney5 weren’t part of the Asian urban music 
scene. I would argue that the thing with Talvin Singh 
and Nitin Sawhney was that a lot of Asians listened to 
them, but they were part of the art school scene. And by 
definition, not a lot of Asians, how many Asian kids were in 
art schools? Not many for all kinds of reasons for that go 
back to the parental pressures to go into business, law or 
medicine because we’re immigrants and you don’t want to 
take risks and get a stable footing and that’s all reasonable 
but… so there were a great proportion of people who 
weren’t exposed to experimental art or culture and that 
included artists like Nitin Sawhney.

3 Londonstani by Gautum Malkani (2007). London: Harper Perennial.

4 Talvin Singh is a well-known British Asian musician, producer and 
composer who won the Mercury Music Prize in 1999 for his album OK. He is 
often credited with starting the ‘Asian Underground’ experimental and often 
politically radical, Leftist music movement in the mid to late 1990s. 

5 Nitin Sawhney is a well-known British Asian musician, composer and 
producer who has also been associated with the ‘Asian Underground’ musicians 
and bands. He was nominated for the Mercury Music prize in 1999, along with 
Talvin Singh. 
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Gautum articulates a much repeated view that those of the British 
‘Asian Underground’ music scene of the 1990s, many of whom iden-
tified with a particular leftist, radical politics from the margins, were 
considered to be elitist, niche musicians by those within the Asian 
urban music scene. His comments exemplify the complex racial and 
class politics that often are at play within different Asian music 
circles with the claim that the Asian Underground was often more 
interested in speaking to and engaging with a white middle class 
audience rather than their working class Asian counterparts. Gau-
tum raised the astute point that enacting or engaging in a cultural 
politics of difference was often about having access to the opportuni-
ties afforded to those of white, bourgeois, liberal socioeconomic and 
cultural background. Artists who were seen as being on the ‘margins’ 
musically and culturally were often not accessible to young Asians at 
the time. This notion of access relied upon having a certain amount 
of (sub) cultural capital. 

In academia, arts and culture, notions of the subaltern and 
liminality are celebrated for their creative potential and often val-
orized as being the exemplary space of identity and culture (Julien, 
Mercer 1988; Hall 1997; Hutnyk 2000). Yet this emphasis on the mar-
ginal and a politics of difference as reflected in the ‘experimental art 
and culture’ of Nitin Sawhney and Talvin Singh, largely, were inacces-
sible to the vast majority of people, who could arguably have seen the 
‘marginal’ as a position they wanted to escape rather than embrace. 
Liminal spaces could arguably be considered desirable only when 
occupied by a privileged group of people who can choose to exercise 
this right as forming part of a particular lifestyle. Thus, these forms 
of political engagement and political positions became associated 
with a white, bourgeois set of practices – or whom Mentor, rapper 
and producer, referred to as those ‘Guardian-reading-chinstrokers’! 
Thus, for some within the Asian urban scene, rejecting such cultural 
forms and embracing an aspirational form of consumerism, often 
valorized within hip hop and black cultural production, became a 
way of resisting or distinguishing themselves from the white middle 
class. Thus, it could be argued that a radical politics of difference as 
expressed by the ‘experimental set’ took on very different meaning 
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for Asian urban youth who perceived and actively constructed their 
class, racial and cultural positions as distinct from their white peers. 

Gautum outlined how leftist politics has shifted ground 
within the last twenty years,becoming a location or space that 
increasingly excludes the working class and ethnic minorities.  
Instead, the radical margins have become a space for the privileged, 
university-educated middle classes. Moreover, as with post-feminist 
identities (McRobbie 2004) these ‘new’ racial and ethnic subjectiv-
ities of minority and working class youth are primarily constructed 
and shaped by ‘regimes of consumption’ (Nayak, Kehily 2008). Argu-
ably, the looting that occurred during the August 2011 disturbances 
in London exemplifies the extent to which practices of consumption 
were the dominant framework through which youth resistance was 
played out and provided the means through which to enact protest 
against much larger, systemic failures of housing, education, and 
opportunities. 

Here Nihal, BBC Radio One DJ, and promoter of Asian club 
night Bombay Bronx, speaks about R&B star Jay Sean and the 
uprooting of Asian identity from the margins to the centre. 

He said:

Helen: Is there this sense of the subversive about the kind 
of current Asian scene, or a kind of cultural politics within 
Asian music today?

Nihal: Why does there have to be? The Southall Riots 
happened before the Asian Underground. There was 
subversive Asian politics which was serious stuff. [Asian 
Underground] wasn’t lyrically subversive for start. I mean, 
Asian Dub Foundation were. Black Star Liner had things to 
say and obviously Fundamental had a lot of things to say. 
They were subversive but there were lots of other bands 
doing that; Rage Against the Machine, Censor, Public 
Enemy. So I’m not sure how subversive it was; it didn’t 
change the world, you know. It just introduced new sounds 
and differences. We’re not any more or less political than 
we were then.  
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Helen: With Jay Sean, who doesn’t claim a kind of politics, 
he’s saying hey look, I’m making R&B.

Nihal: But it depends, it depends on [what] your definition 
of politics is. The political statement Jay Sean’s making 
is ‘I’m a British Asian and so what? I’m making R&B 
music, and I’m taking on black people, I’m not purposely 
taking on black people, but I’m competing with them at 
their own game which is black music, and I’m doing well, 
getting signed’… that is a stronger political statement and 
that is more empowering to British Asians than Talvin 
Singh winning the Mercury prize which didn’t mean 
anything because they didn’t know who he is or they didn’t 
understand his music. So it’s still as subversive... No, it’s 
not subversive. It’s a revolution – it’s as significant as 
anything that’s done before.

Nihal’s statement above exemplifies the ambivalent attitudes within 
the scene towards collective politics within Asian music from an ear-
lier period, where the assumption that identity demands a particular 
kind of politics gets challenged. This ambivalence around the use-
fulness of collective political identities suggests that debates around 
the politics of identity of the 90s has been effective in bringing about 
greater recognition of diversity and the instability and non-fixity of 
identity. 

For example, Nihal’s statement also brings to light the sig-
nificance of the continuing politics of race that is being engaged 
with through an embodied form of politics exemplified by an artist 
like Jay Sean. His status as the first British Asian urban artist to have 
been recognized as an R&B artist in the US is significant towards pro-
gressing a politics of recognition for Asian cultural producers with-
out necessarily having to consciously occupy a collective, politicized 
position. Instead, his recognition as a British Asian artist within a 
predominantly African American genre increases visibility for Asian 
Americans and British Asians as being significant hip hop and urban 
music fans and producers, a fact that has long since been the case 
but only more recently uncovered by white and non-Asian popular 
music audiences. It also goes some way towards challenging certain 
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stereotypes of Asian-ness of being hardworking, ‘uncool’ effeminate 
nerds (Banerjea and Banerjea 1996).  

However, as evidenced by Nihal’s lauding of Jay Sean’s ver-
sion of politics as individual material success and ‘getting mine’ neo-
liberal ideas of individuality has also crept into the language of poli-
tics and identity. These ideas often take shape within popular culture 
and this idea of an atomized individuality becomes the central way 
in which ideas of the self within certain forms of youth culture such 
as in hip-hop are portrayed and understood. The shift away from a 
conscious and collective politicized identity politics within the con-
temporary Asian music scene suggests that the neoliberal agenda 
of individualism of the 1980s and 1990s dissolved people’s  willing-
ness to identify with wider collective movements for social justice 
(Skeggs 2005; Smith 2003). 

Thus the radical, politicized minority position that was 
carved out from earlier generations of Asian students and youth, 
which then continued to be articulated through bands of the ‘Asian 
Underground’ music movement has given way to a messier, ambiv-
alent space that is less ‘militant’, less connected to a stable collec-
tive ‘Asian’ identity. This increasing individualism poses a problem 
in that Asian youth (at least within the scene) no longer see a space 
for collective, politicized action as necessary to the struggle for 
social justice. The individualism that marks these fluid, ambivalent 
and multiple identities is accessed through modes of consumption 
where youth, ethnicity and ‘race’ themselves become commodities. 
The data suggests that to a certain extent, Asian youth who have 
grown up with affluence have become increasingly more conserva-
tive in their politics than the previous generation. 

The ‘brown pound’

McRobbie (2004) outlines how consumer and popular culture have 
increasingly adopted the discourse of female empowerment and 
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freedom, tying it to forms of capitalist success and eradicating the 
importance of feminist political practice and action. In this section, I 
want to explore how a de-politicization of the popular culture realm 
has been made possible through tying an identity politics with prac-
tices of consumption. 

The recent phenomenon of the strength of the ‘brown 
pound’ has caused people to sit up and take notice of young Asians 
as a powerful segment of the market that had previously been over-
looked. Again and again, I heard stories from cultural producers who 
discussed how often white record labels discovered how Asians were 
an untapped market. 

Mentor recalled:

I went with him [Jay Sean] to the signing like at HMV 
and Virgin, like all around the country and there were 
hundreds and hundreds of kids turning up and the staff at 
HMV were like ‘wow look at the size and it’s like hundreds 
of Asian kids standing up there like ‘whoa, you see this is 
his market’. So you’ve got to respect the fact that there is 
a market out there and people will go on and support it if 
they really back their artist and if they believe in the artist. 
If your people are behind you, they’re behind you all the 
way. 

The notion of the 'brown pound' is made in reference to the fact 
that an increasingly affluent Asian youth market was emerging by 
the mid-to late 1990s, and that young Asians with a great deal of 
disposable income, and aspirational tastes were consuming luxury 
goods, alcohol and technology. Marketing and advertising agencies 
started to specifically target young Asian consumers and Asians 
soon became a booming niche market. Moreover, this coincided with 
increasingly celebratory discourses (both popular and academic) of 
consumption as meaningful and emancipatory forms of political and 
social participation. 

Thus, discourses of consumerism and political participation 
legitimated a form of consumer citizenship whereby young Asians 
could 'assimilate' and 'belong' to a Britain that often saw them still 
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as 'others'.  Therefore, the creation of 'new' racial and ethnic iden-
tities within the Asian scene were enabled and accessed through 
‘regimes of consumption’ (Nayak, Kehily 2008) or what hooks (1992) 
refers to as the process by which political consciousness and action 
are diffused so that ‘communities of resistance are replaced by com-
munities of consumption’ through the commodification process 
(1992: 33).  Similarly, the adoption of post-racial and post-feminist, 
neoliberal identities with the promise of a share of the 'good life' 
were offered up to replace collective political action and resistance 
(McRobbie 2004).  

There is an increasing tendency within discussions with art-
ists within the scene to identify their fans as consumers who expect 
the artists to accommodate their tastes and desires. This is revealed 
in the tension between what cultural producers claim they want to 
produce, and what consumer tastes are perceived to be, is present in 
what AG Dolla recounts to me when he says he must adopt a softer 
approach to his message, combining it with ‘party’ sounds so that 
people are more likely to listen to it, enjoy it and learn from it. 

First of all, the general public, I would say, they don’t 
listen to music and those that do, they don’t buy it. A lot 
of people are like, especially the Asian industry, actually 
the Asian industry don’t want anything deep, they’re want 
la di dadi, let’s party sort of stuff, and I gave it to them in 
‘Rap Deep’, but I gave it to them in such a way that it was 
like, you know what, this is something different, but it’s 
simple so they understand it.

This view of an Asian mass culture that demands to be entertained 
rather than educated is often a smokescreen for the strategies that 
cultural producers often use, for their own tactical engagement in a 
cultural politics that neither fits into the authenticity or commod-
ification binary that exists. Artists like AG Dolla and (as we will see 
below) Riz MC count on a sense of authenticity about their posi-
tions as conscious artists who engage in social critique through their 
music. They cannot necessarily afford to show how strategic or cal-
culating these choices are without disrupting or making transparent 
these calculations. 
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Riz MC admitted that there is a negotiation that occurs 
between being able to speak that message AND being able to get that 
message across to as many people as possible. Here he explained 
how one has to strike a careful balance between the two goals in 
order to be most effective. 

On one level, I am like, kind of, covertly throwing the fist 
up and representing… maybe I am on some level but the 
way to do that is to have that fist in your pocket, you know. 
It goes much further and makes much bigger changes, 
hopefully and take it somewhere new and more inspiring… 
Like the thing I was most proud of about that was the fact 
that my single because it was humorous in its tone, people 
listened to it that wouldn’t – it wasn’t just people who 
were more into me that were listening to it, and people 
who were already pre-disposed to listening to political 
hip hop, you know, um… it kind of graduated beyond that, 
so it was like, people listened to it because it was funny, 
and then you’ve snuck in some politics into that. I mean, 
I could easily write a whole album all about the Bradford 
riots, Zhareed Mbarak’s killing in prison, I know lots of 
the ex-Guantanamo Bay inmates. I’m heavily involved in 
Amnesty and this stuff is always bubbling up in me, and I 
could write a whole album on it because this is probably 
the stuff I’m most passionate about but that would be 
self-defeating. I think because only a certain type of person 
would listen to it.  If I was like singing about politics, 
politics, social, social, I think it would ghettoize it. It’s what 
it’s about now, trying to walk the line, pick my battles a bit 
more…

In one sense Riz’s careful and deliberate masking of his politics 
reveals an awareness of the fact that he is aware of and does take 
into account that politics just does not sell in the same way that 
humour does. He does care about whether his music is commercial 
enough to appeal to a certain number of people. In another sense, 
Riz recognizes that communicating a particular message is not a 
straightforward process. Instead, it is always unstable based on what 
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the producer’s ‘preferred’ message is and the way it is ‘read’ by the 
audience (Hall 1973). It comes with the recognition that audiences 
are not passive but that there is indeed an active process of negoti-
ating meaning. Riz is suggesting even that the very process in which 
his songs are being ‘read’ or understood is in itself a political act.  

“Covertly throwing up a fist”… humor as a political act?

Riz is using the medium of popular culture as a tool to articulate an 
awareness of, and challenge to, current social and political injustices 
in a more inclusive and democratic manner. He sees that popular 
music opens up a space for such a challenge through other means 
such as humour, wit and parodic performance, which has historically 
been a popular form of subversion of dominant structures (Bakh-
tin 1984). This view of popular culture credits this type of cultural 
engagement by acknowledging its importance as an everyday prac-
tice of critique. 

For example, Nav has created two alter egos who are the radio 
personalities for urban music shows on the DesiHits.com internet 
radio. One figure is Terri Mardi and the other is Ghetto Guru. Here is 
how Nav explained both their characters. 

Terri Mardi is really important to me, I mean, in most-
many ways, Terri Mardi is more me than Nav is me. Terri 
Mardi, means ‘your mama’ in Punjabi. Now who am I 
saying Terri Mardi to? It’s a private joke, I’m saying it to 
the ignorant white [kids who once made fun of me]. It’s 
like a sneaky little under my breath joke inside joke, and 
all the desis in the world who get the joke and all the non-
desis who find out what it means, they’re in on the joke. 
When Tommy Hilfiger stood up a few years ago and said ‘if 
I’d known that black people would buy my brand, I never 
would have started it in the first place’ do you remember 
that? [yeah] I got offended by that. I went and burned it. I 



237

Who Are You Calling Radical? Revisiting 
‘Resistance’ in the London Asian Scene

Helen Kim

was like ‘fuck you, I do not want to wear your clothes and 
I’m not going to make your brand any more successful 
than it already is.’ I decided I wanted to create a brand 
called Terri Mardi and a character called Terri Mardi that 
was gonna be like FUBU, ‘For Us, By Us’. So Terri Mardi 
stands for a two- finger salute to oppression… It’s kind of 
like Rebel with a Cause, but it’s got a South Asian thing, 
because it has a double meaning, Terri Mardi, I tell this 
to Punjabis. So I wanted to really put this idea out there 
amongst the youth that you know what? Be funny, be 
out there, be shocking, really stand out in society, really 
be whatever you want to be and I have this desi circus, 
because anyone, all the freaks out there, the outcasts, 
the people with you know, the ones that are nerds, the 
emo kids, all the kids that aren’t a part of this douchebag 
society, yeah, there’s a place for you.

Terri Mardi’s ‘story’ is that he is a circus ringleader who is meant to 
be English and speaks with a ‘proper’ Queen’s English upper class 
accent. Yet his name which is a rude pun in Punjabi undermines that 
stuffy, English authority. In this way Terri is an absurd and ridiculous 
character and a satirical figure. 

 The potential for practices of consumption and production 
to become deliberate political acts are outlined within Nav’s reaction 
to the controversy around clothing designer Tommy Hilfiger’s racist 
comments about black people’s consumption of the brand. Nav’s 
decision involved creating a fictional Asian character whose name 
is a sly ‘inside joke’ who parodizes and subverts the racist struc-
tures that would allow for a fashion designer to make such claims. 
Terri Mardi is the result of a willingness to engage in a cultural pol-
itics that utilizes forms of popular culture and the communication 
medium of radio to offer alternatives to how and what young ‘desis’ 
consume. 

Tommy Hilfiger, as with other luxury leisure brands such as 
Ralph Lauren and Abercrombie and Fitch (for the younger set) con-
structed his brand around an aspirational image of clean cut, sporty 
American upper middle class life. These brands problematically rely 
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upon images that are almost always exclusively white. Thus, Terri 
Mardi’s ‘desi’ circus becomes significant as it is meant to be open to 
all those who are not determined by the market as desirable and who 
do not fit particular norms of attractiveness and desirability. 

Nav’s other alter ego; Ghetto Guru operates as a distinct 
character who is less obviously parodic. Here is how Nav describes 
how he considers Ghetto Guru significant as a social commentary. 

So if Terri Mardi is the British Asian, or the British fool 
Ghetto Guru is – let’s go back to India. Let’s go back to 
something more Indian than Terri Mardi and let’s make 
him rule his roost, and let’s make him ignorant. So Ghetto 
Guru is the messenger that says today’s the day that 
you’re gonna understand what it means to be desi, or of 
the South Asian diaspora or a part of that, which is what 
desi is. Why does Ghetto Guru wear hip-hop clothes, why 
does he wear a hoodie with bling, and a big fat watch? 
Yet, on his feet, he wears sandals. That to me is very 
symbolic. He wears sandals, jeans, bright colourful socks 
and hip hop clothing, bling, Adidas, but all fake, he wears 
fake Adidas, sometimes Gucci, GG, for Ghetto Guru. The 
reason why it’s fake is because all the fakes, even the real 
stuff, the fakes are made in the East. No one’s gonna turn 
around and say ‘Hey man you’re like wearing our clothes’ 
because he would say ‘Fuck you, made in India, not yours, 
understand?’ Why the name Ghetto Guru? Because we 
know that hip hop is the fastest growing music in the world 
and has been for a reason and it’s all encompassing and 
all inclusive of white kids, black kids, Asian kids, desis and 
it happens to be where British Asian culture, urban and hip 
hop nightclubs we talked about, stemmed from, so ghetto, 
let’s go back to the ghetto.

Being an Internet radio station, they can have a much wider visual 
presence online and desihits.com has taken advantage of that by 
visually developing some of these characters and their histories. 
Therefore, knowing what Ghetto Guru looks like and how he wears 
certain clothing is integral to knowing his character. Thus we can 
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see that Ghetto Guru wears ‘fake’ designer clothing and people 
might interpret some significance from such an act. His love of ‘fake’ 
designer clothing, often produced in developing economies such as 
China and India, points to the unevenness and unequal relations of 
power of processes of globalization.  Ghetto Guru subverts some of 
these hierarchies of ‘fake’ and ‘authentic’ designer through his rea-
sons for loving to wear ‘fake’ Adidas or ‘Gucci’ belts because they 
are made in India and because the ‘Gucci’ trademark double ‘GG’ 
logo stands for the initials for ‘Ghetto Guru’. These brand meanings 
become re-imagined and re-territorialized as something Indian and 
subaltern rather than being held up as exclusive prestigious goods 
of a European luxury brand designed for moneyed elites. Thus, these 
brand names lose their ‘aura’ and their prestige when they are not 
recognized for being the expensive, exclusive commodities they are 
branded to be. 

Correspondingly, Ghetto Guru’s ignorance towards Western 
popular culture stems from a similar attitude he holds towards lux-
ury brands. His ‘ignorance’ is really about being unimpressed and 
indifferent towards these forms of power, stardom and wealth. He 
shows up the way in which most people uncritically consume West-
ern (especially American) popular culture and how it has become a 
form of globalized culture by remaining ignorant of it. Nevertheless, 
Ghetto Guru’s love of flashy jewellery or ‘bling’ is also indicative 
of how forms of culture migrate. The specific reference to hip hop 
through the use of stylistic markers such as the ‘hoodie’ and the use 
of the term ‘ghetto’ in his name suggests a critique of such markers 
of an authentic hip hop status. The ghetto is commonly valorized 
within hip-hop as the site of an ‘authentic’ blackness. Yet, Ghetto 
Guru’s ignorance of its significance but his use of such a symbol 
shows how the ghetto often, within hip hop, acts as an imagined 
space, particularly for those who hail it and refer to it outside of the 
US (such as desis in the UK who have not experienced the ghetto). 
In other words, it calls into question the validity of authenticity of 
cultural production as a standard to judge the aesthetic quality of 
music. 
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Both characters offer up a humorous critique of the domi-
nant values of capitalism and the market that shapes taste and style 
within popular culture in Britain. Through humour, parody and the 
exaggeration of certain characteristics such as one’s accent or igno-
rance, they are creating a carnival-esque parody and critiquing estab-
lished power structures. Through these characters, Nav means to 
make more transparent the unequal and often exploitative processes 
of cultural production and consumption established by the centre 
towards the periphery. He is critiquing the assumed hegemony of 
Western cultural production over South Asian cultural production as 
well as the exploitation of these markets for the purposes of expand-
ing Western influence. Meanwhile, and in direction relation to this, 
Asian cultural production becomes commoditized, fetishized, and 
repackaged as a new form of orientalism for Western consumption. 
The figure of Ghetto Guru confronts the orientalizing impulse by 
visually enacting some of the absurd forms that it takes on, through 
his bumbling mix and matching of sandals to gold chains. 

At the time I interviewed Nav in 2008, ‘The Love Guru’6 was 
just released in theatres. The movie stars comedian Mike Myers who 
plays Guru Pitka, an American who was raised in imaginary Have-
makheeta, India until he returns to America to try and best Deepak 
Chopra from his #1 spot as America’s top guru. Images of the ‘Love 
Guru’ included stereotypically exoticized and ethnicized images of 
Mike Myers sporting a long full beard and wearing a kaftan/punjabi 
like garment, adorned with flowers and prayer beads. Thus, it is diffi-
cult not to draw comparisons between the two characters as they do 
share some superficial similarities. However, Ghetto Guru’s charac-
ter exists in large part as a critique of the ‘Love Guru’ image, amongst 
others, of Asian mysticism and exotica by drawing attention to the 
fact that these processes are banal and mundane, flipping around the 
colonial relationship, thus exoticizing and fetishizing the familiar, 
and making the familiar strange (Geertz 1973). Ghetto Guru’s insis-
tence on all things Indian-made, be it the global name brands whose 

6 The Love Guru, directed by Marco Schnabel, Ontario, Canada: Paramount 
Pictures, 2008.
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means of production are dependent upon Indian labour and South 
Asian labour, or the cultural production of Bollywood, reverses the 
focus and direction of migrating cultures whereas the Love Guru’s 
actual journey and the focus of the narrative is Western, specifi-
cally the US. Thus, Ghetto Guru is exemplary of the opportunities 
and spaces within the scene to engage in a critical dialogue with the 
political and cultural issues circulating within popular culture that 
affect Asian youth. Humour, and the performance of parody, are used 
in order to make a deeper and more substantial critique of the ways 
in which Asians are represented and stereotyped as the orientalized, 
exotic and mysterious figure or as the violent and alienated religious 
fundamentalist. These stereotypes are both founded upon the notion 
of Asians as ‘other’. However small the listenership of the radio sta-
tion and seemingly insignificant its presence on the web, it still rep-
resents an important political act because it points to how the small, 
everyday practices of cultural consumption and production question 
and challenge meanings of cultural texts and encourage the cultural 
engagement and critique of their young listeners. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I argued that cultural production cannot be identified 
simply as a site for resistance or accommodation, nor are these Asian 
cultural producers following a strict binary model of authenticity 
or commodification. The everyday negotiations within this Asian 
scene of meaning and representation present a clear break from this 
binary and from simplistic models of resistance. For example, these 
explorations into the everyday interactions of young Asians through 
their involvement with popular cultural forms highlight the fluid, 
provisional and ambiguous spaces they occupy and the complexities 
they navigate in an increasingly fragmented post-9/11 world. 

Moreover, young people are responding to a shifting and fluid 
space of political engagement within production and consumption 
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that has resulted from global and technological advances. The sup-
posed decline in political engagement by young people stems from 
a local shift and a redefinition of politics and performance: one that 
arises out of specific local contexts and contingencies. It needs to 
be acknowledged that different diasporic histories, geographies 
and identities of Asian communities in London have contributed to 
how a strategic politics is practiced and performed. Within the ‘desi’ 
scene, the children of Punjabi immigrants tend to be more affluent, 
less politically and culturally marginalized, and more ‘assimilated’ 
to white, middle class norms than the previous generation. Many 
problematically believe that the struggle to win representation, and 
gain material and cultural success, are mostly over. Thus, the ‘mili-
tant’ nationalism and ‘conscious’ message of a previous generation 
of the Asian Underground bands, which signalled a commitment to 
a radical, oppositional politics closely linking music production to 
the practice of an identity politics, is no longer deemed culturally 
relevant. The radical, politicized minority position articulated in the 
music of the Asian Underground has given way to an increasingly 
individualized space that conforms to normative perceptions of 
‘race’, difference and forms of belonging. The embrace of these forms 
of individualism suggests the closing down of potentially liberating 
cultural politics for Asian youth. 

At the same time, unofficial and everyday practices of dis-
sonance are articulated in ‘unofficial’ spaces. By providing access to 
alternative voices and views that are conscious, critical and engaged 
in a cultural politics than is usually given credit, the radio charac-
ters on desihits.com are good examples of how humour and insider 
jokes are used to deconstruct and subvert the stereotypical ‘oriental-
ized’ trope of the Asian other still prevalent in Western culture and 
entertainment. This occurs on an Internet Asian music radio station 
that caters to a young, Asian London audience. These characters are 
well known and popular, thus many young people are given access 
to these alternative viewpoints, giving them an entry point into a 
practice of cultural politics.

•
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Youth as a 
Labyrinthine Journey 

in Nicaragua
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I

At first all I heard was the sound approaching. The sound 
was ‘The Entertainer’, but as it would sound like if an 
emphysemic was screaming it through a piece of crumpled 
cellophane. Then, slowly, the cart came into sight as it was 
being pushed sluggardly up the hill. It was made of hard 
plastic and was about the size of a small shopping cart. It 
has probably been white once. I guess it still was, though it 
almost seemed as if the whiteness was steadily abandoning 
it, leaving only an indistinct, pale trace. A tiny plastic 
parasol, adorned with what most likely had once been 
vibrant colours, was perched on top of the cart. (Gislason 
[2009]: paragraph 1)

Estelí, 2010. Walking through the streets of the Sandinista strong-
hold thirty years after the Nicaraguan Revolution, it is still easy to 
apprehend the urge for change that inspired the uprising against 
Somocismo. After 1979, Estelí received a number of masters of 
mural painting who on behalf of international solidarity with the 
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Revolution moved to the town to help structure the artistic gather-
ing of Nicaraguan youth around the new values. Walking through 
the town today, murals painted by different generations of street 
artists definitely make an impression on the newcomer and steadily 
become the main artistic feature of Estelí. Through murals and 
muralismo, a younger generation remembers the Revolution and 
what it stood for, it remembers its heroes, saints and redeemers and 
through them the history that hurts, to draw on Jameson’s rendi-
tion of Lacan’s category. Murals in Nicaragua are a repository of the 
new nation that should have come in 1979 with the Revolution, the 
utopian space where Ramírez’s “chance of a tangible future” (1999) 
is reenacted with every new dab of paint. With their murals, young 
street painters reflect upon the historical experience of the coun-
try and its (late) modern transitions – colonisation, US imperialism, 
nationalism and independence, dictatorship, revolution and inter-
nationalism, liberal globalisation – in order to dialectically project 
the revolutionary project into the future.

See illustrations on pages 468–470.

II

This text is an attempt to uncover youth negotiations of (late) 
modernity in a country torn by contrasting readings of the revolu-
tionary legacy and its place in today’s society. Youth and its sense 
of pressing agency stand at the centre of modern developments in 
Nicaragua and make it a crucial phenomenon. Youth, agency and 
change make up a solid ontological block that helps constitute the 
world and expectations about it. For a significant part of the Nica-
raguan youth that did not live through the Somocista dictatorship, 
or the 1979 Revolution for that matter, Sandinismo has become such 
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an uncontested building block of identity and agency, such a strong-
hold-cum-regime of truth that tests to the limit the core concept – 
negotiation – our editors attempt to clarify with this volume. If it is 
true that every new generation recreates its own space and regime of 
knowledge in close contact with ongoing social processes, what does 
it mean to negotiate in the case of the Sandinista Youth, barricad-
ing themselves (as it were) against imperialism and neoliberalism, 
on the ranks of a revolution that was defeated in 1990 (and re-en-
acted as farce in the 2000s, as some would maintain)? What does 
this social fact tell us about processes of subjectivity formation and 
political mobilisation amidst the youth in that part of the world? The 
notion of negotiating subjectivity and subgroup identity as ‘youth’ 
stresses the inherent liminality of such processes at an age charac-
terised by provisionality and multiple transitions, both physical and 
mental, notions that are themselves at the centre of late modernity 
or post-modernity. Ontologically speaking therefore, late modernity 
or post-modernity seems to acquire the very traits we attribute to 
youth – as an age of unsettled identities and complex transitions – 
and constitutes itself as the time of permanent negotiation, bargain-
ing and the search for a middle ground.

III

I spent a couple of months volunteering and researching in Estelí, 
in July and August of 2009 and 2010, but my story with Nicaragua 
had started the year before in Arequipa, Peru. There I met Gabriel 
Bier Gislason, with whom I worked in a primary school in the rural 
outskirts of the Peruvian city, and who one evening told me over din-
ner, in a most enthusiastic manner: “Man, you have to try Estelí!” 
That was the first time I heard about the ‘diamond’ of Las Segovias 
and how its people still held on to its revolutionary credentials as a 
stronghold of Sandinismo. I remember Gabriel – Gabito as I started 
calling him after García Márquez and his own outstanding writing 
skills – telling me about his experience in Estelí just a few months 
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before and how young people there were eager to sit and drink at 
a table and talk to strangers about their Revolution and what the 
country had been through in the 1970s and 1980s. Gabito’s render-
ing caught my imagination and I did try Estelí the year after, in part 
haunted by the voices of a revolution I knew so little about. We used 
to spend a couple of hours every day at Café Valenzuela reading and 
translating Tomás Eloy Martínez’s La Novela de Perón (1985), a book I 
eventually offered him when he left Arequipa. A young man himself, 
Gabito had embarked months before on a volunteer vacation that 
took him from San Andrés Itzapa in Guatemala to Estelí and on to 
Otavalo, in Ecuador, and finally to Arequipa. A European born and 
raised in Copenhagen, son of two Danish film directors, he took a 
gap year to travel around Latin America and soon after moved to 
Oxford to study Literature. It is tempting for me to use him here as 
an epistemological trigger, a sort of contrasting device that sepa-
rates conflicting approaches and youth strategies to live through 
late modernity.

Gabito’s wanderings around Latin America, which triggered 
my private queries on the Nicaraguan youth, make me contrast two 
opposing youth cultures and their particular tools to cope with 
late modernity. Months after we both left Arequipa, Gabito sent 
me a text he had written while in Guatemala, a text that tells more 
about Gabito himself – a nineteen-year-old Dane travelling around 
the (late or post-modern) world – than about Guatemala itself. In 
“Dog Day Afternoon in San Andrés Itzapa (By all means a working 
title)”, he stresses all the uncertainty, provisionality and irony that 
constitute an inherently interim world, beyond the everyday effort 
humans make to secure stability and permanency, beyond their 
grand narratives and hegemonic projects. It is a world on the verge 
of dissipation, both matter and spirit put on hold by the power of 
irony concocted by the world itself. In sharp contrast with the young 
Sandinistas’ firm world and the zeal with which they want to episte-
mologically ground it, Gabito’s world defies grand narratives and the 
artificial coherence they want to impose on it. It is instead a complex 
world, a world of layers:
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I gazed at the houses in the street. They were painted 
either mint-green, celestial-azure or cotton candy-pink, 
the paint itself slowly peeling and crackling, losing the 
intensity once characteristic to it. All the houses had rusty 
tin roofs, some layers of which had been thrust by the wind 
from the top of one house onto the top of another. Most of 
them were without windows or doors, leaving them with 
plenty of vacant panes and frames. The house right across 
the street from me had a small cardboard sign saying “Se 
Vende Tortillas” dangling in front of the front doorframe. 
Inside, a woman stood smacking small flour tortillas on the 
greasy surface of the stove. (Gislason [2009]: paragraph 7)

IV

While filming the docudrama Revolusión (Ferreira 2014) in Estelí, in 
July and August of 2010, I had the opportunity to come across that 
firm world in the form of statements and proclamations random 
people in the street unexpectedly wanted to make to my camera, as 
in the case of the Sandinista Youth member Jorge Luis Pineda, on 
a Saturday evening. The filming of Revolusión was the opportunity 
to grasp the importance of testifying about the Nicaraguan Revo-
lution for its original revolutionaries but also for younger genera-
tions. As I would soon learn in Estelí, everyone there is a potential 
testimonialista and makes this trait a building block of their identity. 
Those who lived through the rise and fall of the Revolution as young 
men and women have traumatic stories to tell about the sufferings 
inflicted by the Somocista dictatorship before 1979. They have plenty 
of stories about the heroism of those escaping to the mountains to 
fight the regime, about the utopian ideas engraved in the National 
Crusade of Alphabetization and the campaigns to increase pro-
duction, about the war against the contras in the 1980s and how it 
opposed members of the same family, about the hardships provoked 
by the US blockade and how its imperialist strategies held back the 
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dream of a new and more just society. On the other hand, many who 
did not live through it and are part of the younger generations turn 
it into a critical legacy and feel responsible to enliven it, to pass it 
on to the future and fight for the Revolution in the context of the 
semi-liberal, competitive politics that characterises today’s Nica-
ragua. The young Sandinistas portray themselves as bearers of tes-
timonies, those passed on to them by family and fellow comrades 
turned heroes and martyrs, showing the same passion as older gen-
erations and turning those testimonies into a supernatural feat fuel-
ling political mobilisation.

What one witnesses in Estelí today pays tribute to the tes-
timonio tradition that became the most influential literary genre in 
Central America through the 1980s and can be described as a narra-
tive told in the first person by the protagonist of significant events. 
As Stephen Henighan underlines, “[t]he popularity of Testimonio 
during the 1970s and 1980s was a response to the urgency of Latin 
American politics, particularly the armed conflicts in Central Amer-
ica and the dictatorships in the Southern Cone, which made some 
writers impatient with the ambiguities of magic realism.” (2007: 745) 
Verónica Rueda Estrada emphasises the way the Nicaraguan Revo-
lution created its own testimonialista dynamics after 1979, parallel 
to the alphabetisation campaign. At that time, a project for rescuing 
history was set up in which the members of the Germán Pomares 
Ordóñez brigade collected more than seven thousand oral testi-
monies from popular leaders engaged in the war against Somoza. 
Likewise, foreign researchers were also invited to conduct interviews 
with the FSLN leadership and foreigners who had fought in Nica-
ragua in the name of international solidarity (Rueda Estrada 2009: 
150).

Beyond its literary guise, I would argue that testimonialismo 
in Nicaragua encapsulates more than the narrative of significant life 
experiences; it comprises also a certain oral proclamation of values 
and revolutionary lessons and the passing from generation to gener-
ation of significant life experiences that grant ontological and epis-
temological certainty to today’s young Sandinistas and their com-
mitment to social change. As justly referred to by John Beverly,
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[…] widely different sorts of narrative texts could in given 
circumstances function as testimonios: confession, court 
testimony, oral history, memory, autobiographical novel, 
chronicle, confession, life story, novela testimonio, 
‘nonfiction novel’ (Truman Capote), or ‘literature of fact’ 
(Roque Dalton). (2008: 581)

Called on to keep the Revolution alive, life experiences are crucial 
for the redefinition of the nation, and so testimonies become a way 
of narrating, and in doing so a way also of founding, the nation. 
They become themselves the nation as narration, often with the 
assumed mission of opening the nation-space to make the voices of 
the Revolution (the subaltern’s both in relation to Somocismo and 
US imperialism, and their life experiences) heard. I would argue that 
testimonialismo is closely connected to what Octavio Paz calls the 
Latin American specific conception of heroes, saints and redeemers, 
whose guts and sacrifices are the crux of many testimonios and what 
they are meant to enliven (2004: 352). With Bhabha, I would also 
argue that the testimonial voices I set out to uncover in Revolusión 
do assign new meanings and directions to the complex process of 
social change in Nicaragua and the self-constitution of youth under-
stood as distinctive ontology, subculture and battleground:

These approaches are valuable in drawing our attention to 
those easily obscured, but highly significant, recesses of the 
national culture from which alternative constituencies of 
peoples and oppositional analytic capacities may emerge – 
youth, the everyday, nostalgia, new ‘ethnicities’, new social 
movements, ‘the politics of difference’. (Bhabha 1990: 3)

Testimonialismo in Nicaragua must certainly be perceived as a social 
strategy meant to get into the deep recesses of the national culture 
as social life in the making, and salvage the true and just nation from 
the traumas of the past. Facing the high expectations but also the 
disillusions of human redemption engraved in the 1979 Revolution, 
facing what went wrong before and after the 1990 electoral defeat, 
for younger Sandinistas the act of remembering the death of those 
who fell in the name of a new society (and toiled to make it real) is 
a way to re-enact it in the mind’s eye, as it were (Bhabha 1990: 1). 
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At the same time, it is also a way to give meaning to the heroism of 
past youths and through that value confirm themselves as youth. In 
his Nicaraguan journal (1986), Breitlinger quotes Father Uriel Molina 
stating that “Revolution is Resurrection” and describing a sort of 
conversion to political struggle he experienced himself after going 
to Masaya in 1979 to bury a young boy who was killed while running 
away from the National Guard. Brentlinger remembers the priest’s 
words: “They say I substitute the guerrillero for Christ, but what hap-
pens actually is that I see Christ in them. No one has more love than 
he who gives his own life.” (1986: 583)

To understand testimonios as a social strategy is to under-
stand them as discourse, how they work ideologically at the inter-
section of what Rorty calls the desire for solidarity and the desire for 
objectivity (1985: 3). In this sense, and based on the testimonies they 
salvage from the past, young Sandinistas articulate the crucial ques-
tion of their own agency, intertwined with the very social aspirations 
for radical change and national solidarity embodied in a mythical 
Revolution. In Beverly’s words, “testimonio obliges us to confront 
not only the subaltern as a (self-) represented victim, but also as the 
agent – in that very act of representation – of a transformative proj-
ect that aspires to become hegemonic in its own right.” (2008: 579) 
Although in this extract Beverly is not referring in particular to the 
revolutionary context in Nicaragua, his conception of testimony as 
a means rather than an end in itself is consistent with the Sandi-
nista hegemonic political project set in motion after 1979 and the 
role heroes, saints and redeemers have played in forging it. In their 
‘Revolution as Resurrection’ approach, young Sandinistas admit no 
new defeat, no surrender, no compromise with the enemies who, at 
the same time, confirm and legitimise their own social ontologies. 
There is no negotiating identity; only the relentless struggling for 
hegemony.

Gabito does not believe in redemption or grand narratives 
and is scornful of all attempts for hegemony. Redemption simply has 
no role to play in his world, no meaning whatsoever, apart from the 
mocking tone in Itzapa’s dog day afternoon. Likewise, hegemony is 
always a project to be scorned, no matter who or what stands for it:
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Two young men came trotting up the hill. They were 
wearing neatly pressed black suits, with white shirts and 
black tie and shiningly polished black shoes. Their hair 
seemed meticulously combed, and their teeth sparkling 
from a mile away. They each carried a plastic folder, 
and one of them was carrying a book, which, due to the 
disproportionally large gilded crucifix printed on the cover, 
was quite likely to be the Bible. Fucking missionaries, I 
thought, I bet they fight over who gets to carry the Good 
Book.

They moved mechanically and in complete sync, their 
perky smiles fixed on their pimply, charmless faces. They 
were like a sanctified version of the ginger twins from The 
Shining. (Gislason [2009]: paragraphs 11 and 12)

V

Edmundo O’Gorman tells us that America was invented not dis-
covered, both as continent and new world. In this light, America 
becomes a social entity invested with the possibility to fulfill itself 
in the order of the historical being. More than a new world of men 
and beasts, America was founded as a world of revolutions, of fulfil-
ment and new beginnings: “[a]s the inventive process of the bodily 
being of America meant the crisis of the insular archaic concept of 
the geographic world, so too the process of accomplishing the spir-
itual being of America meant the crisis of the old concept of his-
torical world as European upcoming.” (O’Gorman 1958: 158–159) As 
new world, the lands encountered by Columbus were not a replica 
of the old one but a world in potentia, as in the making and open 
to new visions, the very outcome of Modernity’s unfulfilled prom-
ises. Liberation becomes a powerful idea embodied in the new social 
ontology and retains a double meaning to O’Gorman in that “the 
Western man frees himself from the old prison of his insular world 
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and from the moral dependency of the Eurocentric tripartite hierar-
chy” (1958: 159).

The revolutionary vision of the world brought about in the 
process of inventing America established itself by denouncing the old 
hierarchies, physical and moral/historical, and therefore was prone 
to defy the social and political conceptions springing from such hier-
archies. The 1979 Sandinista Revolution was certainly perceived by 
its actors as one embodiment of the inventive liberation that aimed 
to call off the unjust-cum-harmful social and political hierarchies 
of modern times in order to replace them with new social ontolo-
gies. Sandinismo has become a powerful social ontology, an all-en-
compassing and hegemonic grand narrative for several generations 
fighting privilege and abuse inside, and imperialism outside, in the 
name of the true spirit of a nation and continent. On behalf of San-
dino and his peers. To go back to Octavio Paz and García Márquez’s 
own rendering of this continent called America, the break with the 
old world and the struggle for a new one – the dialectics of solitude 
as twofold motion of withdrawal an return – would manifest itself in 
a new inventory of “heroes, saints and redeemers” (Paz 2004: 352). 
Addressing the Nobel Committee in Stockholm in 1982, and draw-
ing on the disorderly reality he portrayed, Gabriel García Márquez 
could not help reproaching old Europe for the way it envisioned 
the Latin American path to social change taking place at the time. 
The crux of the matter for the Colombian writer was the following: 
“[w]hy are we granted unreservedly the recognition for our original-
ity in literature when our attempts, in the face of enormous diffi-
culties, to bring about social change are denied us with all sorts of 
mistrust?” (1987: 210)

In Itinerary: an intellectual journey (1999), Octavio Paz helps 
us understand the nature of the twentieth century revolution in Latin 
America and its bonds to social ontologies of change. According to 
the Mexican writer, “revolution is the idea embodied in a group and 
converted as much into a weapon for combat as into a tool to build 
a new society. […] a theory about change, the act that carries it out 
and the building of the house of the future.” (1999: 30) This con-
cept surely embodies the twofold motion of withdrawal and return 
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identified in The Labyrinth of Solitude, proving it effective as epis-
temological tool to capture the contrasting dynamics that oppose 
great expectations to traumatic failures and eventually character-
ise social movements like the Sandinista Revolution. However, for 
Paz such uprisings against entrenched social and political orders in 
the peripheries of the global order must be seen as revolts or strug-
gles instead of revolutions. Revolutions are social movements that 
put forward a universal program of change while the rebellions of 
peripheral peoples are marked by their heterogeneity and contradic-
tions, ambivalence and liminality in the Bhabhelian sense (Bhabha 
1990). For Paz, rebellions carry in their belly contrary passions, their 
protagonists are not classes but nations and grievances against 
particular misfortunes carried out against them. They are national 
awakenings, struggles against the West and Western imperialism 
while aiming to appropriate Western political concepts such as 
nation, democracy or socialism.

In my view, the Sandinista Revolution defies Paz’s criteria. It 
was certainly a struggle against imperialism, more so after the setting 
up of the US backed counterrevolution, but it was not carried out in 
the name of cultural closure or exclusive nationalism. Instead, it was 
carried out in the name of “a universal program based on the univer-
sality of reason.” (1999: 72) Drawing on Frantz Fanon’s revolution-
ary credo, national consciousness, not nationalism, eventually gave 
the Sandinista Revolution an international dimension and awoke 
sincere expectations of social change both within and at the level 
of the international order. As social ontology, the Sandinista Rev-
olution was based on a universal program of change and presented 
itself as the true idea, born of philosophy and science, the only one 
that could overcome the unjust Somocista social and political order 
as well as US domination in Latin America. The defeat in the 1990 
elections, the questionable practices conducted by FSLN leaders in 
the years that followed, plus the deals that got them into power in 
2006, made many believers face up to the harsh truth: the Sandini-
sta movement was neither the true religion nor the true science it 
so often insisted on representing itself as. However, the interviews 
in Revolusión reveal that for many young Nicaraguans today, for the 
Sandinista Youth as political movement, the 2006 takeover had to 
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be seized as the chance to revive the Revolution and take revenge on 
the traumatic defeats and mistakes of the past. The chance to give 
hope to a whole generation of young revolutionaries and meaning to 
their political mobilisation. 

VI

There was a certain generation in Europe, and also in America, that 
once looked up to Sandinismo as the true promise of a renewed and 
participative democracy and, above all, of an authentic way to bring 
justice and social progress to Latin America. All used to see in it the 
final opportunity to redeem Allende’s broken dreams and shattered 
regime. For the FSLN leadership, this shared utopia was meant to 
have a sweeping influence upon social relations, national culture 
and individual mind-sets so as to give rise to an “ambition of iden-
tity” for younger generations in the words of Sergio Ramírez (1999), 
or to what Ernesto Cardenal called the Persona Nueva (new person). 
In identity terms, the profound change envisaged by the Revolution, 
materially and spiritually, implied the refurbishing both of the indi-
vidual and the nation around the core values of renewal, utopia, sol-
idarity and cooperation. The New Person was to be defined by the 
ethics of compañerismo, taking the needs of others into account even 
before one’s own. Camaraderie appears as the embodiment of the 
youthful urge to universal change and togetherness that character-
ise countless bands of brothers formed in times of hardship:

This new attitude is a form of camaraderie, and it 
has given birth to a new word that did not really exist 
previously in our vocabulary. This is the word compañero 
[companion]. Nor is this term any longer simply a word 
for us; it is a reality. Our society is now becoming one that 
is based on compañerismo and this attitude has entailed 
a fundamental transformation of our country. (Cardenal 
1983: 185–186)
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Compañerismo would be the base for a new culture in Nicaragua, a 
youthful-cum-utopian culture as it were, certainly with national 
overtones for it should “define, develop, discover our national iden-
tity and our history”, there were also universal overtones: “[l]ike the 
French Revolution, which was not only French but also of worldwide 
importance, the Nicaraguan Revolution is not only of Nicaraguan 
but also of global importance” (Cardenal 1980: 184). At the end of 
the 1970’s compañerismo emerges as the forging of bonds uniting a 
generation of young men and women aspiring to build a new society 
and redeem the wrongs of the past.

VII

[The missionaries] walked up close to me that I would 
have been able to smell their probably mint breaths, had I 
been bothered to stand up.

‘I have a question for you, sir.’ One of them said.

‘Shoot…’ I said, my voice betraying every grain of the 
apathy I was feeling.

‘Do you know Jesus?’ he continued.

‘… I know of him, yes…’ I answered. I don’t know whether 
they actually didn’t understand my sarcasm, or whether 
they just didn’t mind it. Anyway, they proceeded talking 
completely undauntedly. They began talking about the 
power of salvation, the path to redemption, everything 
you’d expect from a pair of budding redeemers like 
them. I was actually quite impressed by their continued 
expansiveness. I guess missionaries do put up with a lot of 
shit. It probably makes them, I don’t know… stronger in 
the face of adversity, or some apt term like that. (Gislason 
[2009]: paragraphs 15 and 16)



Hopeless Youth! Apolitical Youth?

258

When one walks around Estelí today and talks to young people there, 
it is impossible not to sense the presence of utopia and revolution-
ary zeal as central traits of group identity. The street artists whom I 
interviewed for Revolusión are a good example of this. I found them 
in their studio at Casa de Cultura Leonel Rugama, among paintings 
of the Che and the natural beauties of Las Segovias region. There, 
Juan Moran and Deyling Borge lectured me about how the colectivo 
de muralistas David Alfaro Siqueiros mobilises the youth around the 
memory of the Revolution, current social concerns and national val-
ues through the medium of street art. Most impressive was the way 
they talked about muralicidio or artistic terrorism when describing 
what in their view was the conscious policy of mural obliteration 
after 1990 by the new liberal Government: “It was as if they wanted 
to wipe out History, so that the new generations could not know 
about their roots. […] That was something absurd; where there was a 
mural before they painted ‘Enjoy Coca Cola’.” (Ferreira 2014)

As a matter of fact, the docudrama Revolusión tries to capture 
this revolutionary commitment through a series of interviews with 
people from Estelí and a lengthy sympathetic overview of their daily 
routine. After La Toma (2011), filmed in the shanty towns around 
Estelí to tell the story of the unruly occupation of private land, in 
Revolusión the camera follows the daily routines of locals and res-
idents of mythical Estelí, recording memories, hopes and traumas 
that haunt the country’s recent history: from Sandino’s wars (1933) 
to Somoza’s dictatorship and on to the 1979 Revolution, from the 
‘contra’ war to the 1990s ‘piñata’ to the FSLN return to power in 2006. 
I interviewed Edna Valenzuela and Dorys Miranda on the same eve-
ning, sharing memories of war and revolution in the former’s family 
house, taking advantage of the women’s long friendship. A member 
of different social movements for a long time, Dorys Miranda starts 
by talking about resistance in Estelí in the late 1970s and how rural 
and urban people in the region mobilised to stand up to the Nation 
Guard, the oppressive Somocista police force. Married at the age of 
16, Miranda would become a widow when her husband was killed by 
the police corps.
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In what refers to resistance to the Somocista dictatorship, 
Valenzuela recounts the influence of ideas transmitted by her father 
and remembers, being only a child, listening to the speeches of Fidel 
Castro through Radio Habana Cuba in the family’s ranch outside 
Estelí. At the time of armed insurrection there, between September 
1978 and July 1979, Valenzuela had moved to the island of Ometepe 
where she took refuge with her two sons and other members of the 
family. She recounts how her older brother and sisters remained in 
Estelí to engage with the FER, the Front of Revolutionary Students, 
and join the guerrillas in the mountains at the age of 16 and 17. She 
also recounts how her father was tortured by the National Guard 
when they found out his ranch was an FSLN training camp, where-
upon it was dismantled and the ranch burned down. More than thirty 
years after these traumatic events, Valenzuela admits those memo-
ries are still at the centre of family reunions, when each brother and 
sister goes through their war experience in a kind of healing exer-
cise. In 2010 one of them had already written a text of memoirs and 
it was agreed all others were to do the same and eventually unite all 
texts in one testimonio family book about the insurrection.

Talking about the Revolution and the kind of society it set 
up after 1979, Valenzuela states that it makes her proud to be Nic-
araguan and to belong to her family line. The crucial argument to 
her seems to be that those years “have taught me to live a digni-
fying life,” in spite of the economic difficulties and the US backed 
counterrevolutionary war and blockade. She goes into depth when 
describing the hardships of the 1980s, including the scarce rations 
allocated by the government (AFA as in rice, sugar and beans) and 
the long queues to get soap and toilet paper, but does remark that 
everyone had access to essential goods, urban and rural popula-
tions alike, and there was no children begging in the streets, as in 
the 1990s and the 2000s: “I had no need for a pair of Adidas shoes, 
or Nike, or Reebok. I put on low quality garments and felt alright” 
(Ferreira 2014). Valenzuela goes on remarking the different value 
system in education and health services provided after 1979 and how 
they served the advancement of the Nicaraguan people. She stresses 
the opportunities everyone had to be schooled and get scholarships 
to study abroad, as well as the full government support of primary 
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schools and health centres: “We never thought we could have some-
thing like that, but we eventually achieved it. They say it was a copy 
of the Cuban system; praised be Cuba then for what it provided us 
with!” (Ferreira 2014) 

Asked about the new society and new ideals of change, 
Miranda chooses to emphasise that the goal of social change mobil-
ised the people in an authentic way and channelled everyone’s 
efforts towards the common good: “There was a common dream and 
the resolve to change.” She recounts how people voluntarily worked 
extra hours in different activities for the advancement of the Revo-
lution. She goes into depth about the social engagement of young 
professionals and adolescents with the rural world and the security 
of a nation menaced by the counterrevolutionary war after 1982. 
Through her words, the alphabetisation and production campaigns 
gain a concrete aspect because one learns what it really meant to 
young people to engage in such voluntary work and national mobi-
lization: “[i]t made us become adults because we needed to adapt 
to the difficulties of the rural world and take direct responsibil-
ities in the social movements and their decisions” (Ferreira 2014). 
Suddenly the two women indulge in personal remembrances about 
those campaigns. Miranda was a young teacher engaging in her extra 
hours in the training of young professionals to go to remote places 
in the country side. Valenzuela recounts how her son Edwin joined 
his school mates and teachers at the age of 14 in the coffee harvest: 
“There was a ceremony in the park and we went to say goodbye to 
them. The euphoria of those boys up in those trunks was absolutely 
stunning!” (Ferreira 2014)

After that, Miranda’s memories focus on the security needs 
posed by the war against the contras and how civilians were obliged 
to put on the olive-coloured uniform and carry out military activities 
up in the mountains. She remembers the permanent mobilisation of 
civilians, men and women, and the high price in human lives Nic-
aragua had to pay during the civil war, especially young men. On 
this subject, Valenzuela stresses how these dead boys were more 
than a family matter; “they were mourned by the whole people”, 
she remembers, “taking to the streets to shout slogans and console 
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the relatives. There were mothers who lost up to three boys. That 
was everybody’s grief.” (Ferreira 2014) Detailing the high toll of civil 
war years makes the two women agree that the ‘patriotic’ military 
conscription turned many people against the FSLN and was respon-
sible for the 1990 electoral debacle. A mother herself, Valenzuela 
expresses this very clearly: “The FSLN had lost a lot of support by 
then. Many mothers just could not understand why their young boys 
had to fight and die.” (Ferreira 2014) Eventually, Miranda acknowl-
edges that sorrow transcended the opposing fighting bands. Every-
one lived through traumatic stories which have marked them and 
explain subsequent political positions. These are stories that still cut 
the nation in two today.  

Asked about what the 1990 debacle meant for her, Valenzu-
ela emphasises that it was a personal and familiar as well as a 
national grief, a moment of uncertainty in which the old truths no 
longer held: “It was a shattered dream. I wanted my younger son to 
be raised like the others had been. […] My son Edwin had gone to 
Odessa, on the Black Sea, to study a military career and I didn’t know 
what would become of him.” (Ferreira 2014) Looking back at those 
years Valenzuela admits that today she feels a profound sorrow to 
have been witness to how things have changed since February 1990. 
The bottom line for her seems to be the way people’s attitudes to 
each other have dramatically changed: “There was a lot of solidarity 
and brotherhood. Everyone shared what they had… I just don’t know 
why we had to leave all that behind.”

VIII

Whereas Edna Valenzuela and Dorys Miranda speak for the genera-
tion of young people who lived through resistance and Revolution, 
other characters in Revolusión were born later in the 1980s and do 
not have direct memories of those years. This is the case of Yustian 
García, Jorge Luis Pineda, Juan Moran and Deyling Borge, members 
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of different Sandinista youth organisations with whom I talked 
and filmed in Estelí. This is the generation of many young men 
and women who feel the responsibility to speak for their forbears 
using the testimonialista tradition and pass on their life experience 
and revolutionary zest. Drawing on Hilary Francis and her essay on 
the politics of memory in Nicaragua, it is important to stress that 
“this younger generation has been raised with revolutionary mem-
ory. Local resident Rafael Blandón explains how they ‘are Sandini-
stas because we have told them the history’.” (2012: 247) Speaking 
about the Revolution and its legacy in Nicaragua, all four share a 
frame of mind marked by the tension opposing the heroism of insur-
rection and revolutionary deeds to the trauma of electoral defeat in 
1990. In Francis’ view, “an exclusive focus on trauma can obscure the 
persistence of other memorial cultures. In Nicaragua, for example, 
a pantheon of revolutionary heroes still dominates the memorial 
landscape.” (2012: 235)

Although I do not disagree with Francis on this subject, it is 
important not to forget the traumatic side of the life of those heroes 
and the way it inhabits the Nicaraguan national imagery, that which 
José Luis Rocha (2009) calls the real invented revolution based on 
the cultural production of the 1980s. The revolutionary narrative of 
the four Estelian young men I interviewed for Revolusión is marked 
by two fundamental heroes turned martyrs and the way they lived 
and died. Their discursive strategies revolve around Augusto César 
Sandino and Leonel Rugama, their life example and the authorial 
phrases that marked their life and death, respectively “¡Patria libre 
o morir!” (Free fatherland or death!) and “¡Que se rinda tu madre!” 
(Let your mother surrender!). The first was Sandino’s revolutionary 
motto in the war against US control of Nicaragua in the 1920s and 
1930s, symbolically marking his assassination in 1934 at the hands of 
the US sponsored National Guard. The second are the dying words of 
the revolutionary poet born in Estelí and his response to the guards 
who had cornered him in his quarters and demanded immediate sur-
render (15 January 1970). 

In the pantheon of revolutionary heroes and martyrs, San-
dino and Rugama stand side by side with other guerrilla fighters and 
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poets, for example Che Guevara and Ruben Darío, and through the 
sacrifice of their own lives point the finger at a new society. In the 
encounters with the four Estelian young men, ¡Patria libre o morir! 
and ¡Que se rinda tu madre! stand out as crucial lessons from the past, 
meant to forge social ethics in the present. The evening I attended 
a documentary presentation organised by Vimao and the Maryland 
Institute College of Art at the Casa de Cultura Leonel Rugama, I 
was approached by a young man who asked me if he could testify to 
my camera. It happened to be Jorge Luis Pineda. His fifteen minute 
uninterrupted monologue is an exercise in revolutionary zest articu-
lating the struggle against imperialism, the sacrifice of all those who 
gave their lives to build a free Nicaragua and the leading role of the 
founding fathers. Pineda’s monologue pays tribute to a nation that 
fertilised its soil with the red blood of martyrs and heroes: “If God 
exists at all they must be at His right side now, because these human 
beings gave their life for the sake of equality.” This becomes a tes-
timonio in its own right, with the goal of “making sure the camera 
testifies to the world we in Nicaragua and Latin America won’t give 
an inch to imperialism and today say ‘¡Patria libre o morir!” (Fer-
reira 2014). At the emotional height of his monologue, as if want-
ing to authenticate the redeeming powers of those martyrs, Pineda 
proclaims “Sandino never dies, el Che Guevara never dies, Salvador 
Allende never dies, José Martí never dies” (Ferreira 2014). 

We left Gabito in San Andrés Itzapa talking to the two mis-
sionaries. As his story draws to an end, a dog standing by in numb-
ness suddenly raises its head and starts snarling loudly while the 
missionaries proceed with their proselytising:

Warily, the one holding the Bible tried to start reading, but 
the dog got up on all fours with impressive swiftness and 
launched into ferocious barking. The two poor proselytisers 
backed away, their smiles wiped clean off their faces and 
replaced with frightened gapes as they hurriedly began 
scuttling up the hill, not daring to utter another word. The 
dignified righteousness they had borne themselves with 
had quite effectively vanished. The dog stayed on its feet 
until the two young men had disappeared over the hill. 



Hopeless Youth! Apolitical Youth?

264

Then it gave out an exhausted moan, and settled itself back 
down on the ground beside me. 

I laughed and look it in the eyes.

‘I suppose you’re not a big fan of the Message either.’ I said 
smiling.

The dog grumbled in what I took as affirmation. I was 
almost about to admit my Judaic roots to him, but I felt 
we were starting to get along quite well and didn’t really 
want to ruin the moment. (Gislason [2009]: paragraphs 17 
and 18)

For different generations of young men and women in Estelí, Revolu-
tion has become the core of their identity as subjects and subgroup. 
The revolutionary idea is based on a political programme of justice 
and equality but also springs from the struggle against countless 
grievances committed by foreign powers in the name of imperialism 
and capitalism. Those heroes, saints and redeemers speaking from 
the past to a generation of young Nicaraguans set the example for 
the fulfilment of the revolutionary spirit and imposed on them the 
responsibility to resist an inherently unjust neoliberal global order. 
For young Sandinistas today, there is no chance of negotiating their 
youth, there is no middle ground in which to compromise with the 
current hegemonic system. Youth is seized as social ontology, bat-
tleground and critical tool mobilised permanently against the cur-
rent hegemony for the advancement of an alternative modernity. For 
young Sandinistas, youth is itself a hegemonic project admitting no 
dissent on behalf of a heroic and traumatic past.

It is easy to picture Gabito face to face with Pineda in Estelí, 
as he had been with the two missionaries in Itzapa. In this new short 
story, there could also be a question for him. Pineda could have 
asked Gabito whether he knew Sandino, whereupon he would have 
talked about the power of salvation and the path to resurrection and 
redemption engraved in the Sandinista creed. Gabito most probably 
would have retorted: “I know of him, yes.”

•
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Old-school 
Photo Booths and 
Retromodernity 

in Berlin

Francisco Martínez

Today our unsophisticated cameras 
record in their own way our hastily 
assembled and painted world. 
(Nabokov 1935)

Selfie syndrome

This chapter1 takes issue with the manner in which digital and vir-
tual technologies have impinged upon society and its values. It does 
so through ethnographic accounts of usage of old-fashioned photo 

1 I want to express my gratitude to Elisa, Ksenia, Patrick, Simon and Siobhan 
for their encouragement when writing this chapter. Also I thank the Georg 
Simmel Zentrum and the DoRa 6 program for their support to develop this 
research. A draft of this work was discussed at the Metropolitan Studies – How 
Public is Public? summer school at Humboldt University in August 2013. The 
fi nal version was presented at the Absence, Distance, Presence: Ways of Seeing 
the Past winter school at Tallinn University in January 2014. 
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booths – suggesting that these represent a revealing contrast to our 
usage of social media and internet-based forms of communication. 
The subject of discussion will be the photo-booth phenomena in 
Berlin, and through the study of its expansion I will provide some 
grounds for reflection upon broader issues; for instance, how digital 
culture has produced an escalation of immediacy and personalisa-
tion, as well as how people try to moderate the use of these devices.

Alas, among the first ‘Words of the year 2013’ by Oxford Dic-
tionaries we can find ‘Digital Detox’ and ‘Fading’, both referring to a 
period of time during which a person refrains from using electronic 
devices and media. Seemingly, this follows an attempt to enjoy a 
more sensual interaction with the world and reduce immediate-
ness. The irony is that this digital detox is in many cases managed 
through apps for smart-phones and has the objective to reconnect 
more intensively. The accelerated move to a technologically main-
tained social life and the public invention of the self are inherent 
to modernity, yet not the excessive and addictive manifestation of 
this feature. Indeed, it has been described as a return to a Ptolemaic 
universe in which the sun and everything else revolves around us 
(Pariser 2011: 11). 

Several psychologists talk already about a ‘Selfie Syndrome’ 
referring to negative effects of social media such as making indi-
viduals more narcissistic and blasé, which produces the inability to 
take criticism, unilateral listening and refusal to take responsibil-
ity.2 Selfie has been chosen as the ‘Word of the year 2013’. Selfies 
are photos taken by oneself of oneself. As of January 2014 there are 
more than 55 million pictures tagged #selfie in the Instagram web-
site and the usage of the word increased by 17,000% between 2012 
and 2013.3 According to the editorial director of Oxford Dictionaries, 
Judy Pearsall, “The hashtag #selfie appeared on the photo-sharing 

2 Many of the articles are compiled in this site: http://www.
bestcomputerscienceschools.net/selfi es/.

3 For more info, see ‘Selfi e is Oxford Dictionaries’ word of the year’. – The 
Guardian. 19 November 2013. http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/nov/19/
selfi e-word-of-the-year-oed-olinguito-twerk?CMP=twt_gu.
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website Flickr as early as 2004, but usage wasn’t widespread until 
around 2012”.4 A year later, the journal Time has named the Selfie 
stick as one of the inventions of 2014,5 even if it is just a simple 
extension that allows individuals to hold the phone at distance and 
take a photo of themselves.

The selfie made by the Danish prime minister Helle Thorn-
ing-Schmidt with Obama and Cameron during Nelson Mandela’s 
funeral has been compared with Las Meninas, the masterpiece by 
Diego Velazquez that mixes up who’s seeing whom from where.6 
Furthermore, selfies have been presented as a need for self-expres-
sion and a democratic version of the nineteenth century figure of the 
dandy.7 However, here I argue that selfies are a late-modern vanity 
fair, an immediate creation of the self that has nothing to do with 
the dandy. This figure was provocative and reacted against the uni-
formity and easy-reproducibility brought by modernity (nowadays 
manifested in these pictures).8 

4 See http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/nov/19/selfi e-word-of-the-
year-oed-olinguito-twerk?CMP=twt_gu.and: http://www.theguardian.com/
world/2013/nov/19/selfi e-australian-slang-term-named-international-word-
of-the-year. The term can be traced to a post on an Australian online forum in 
2002: “Um, drunk at a mates 21st, I tripped ofer [sic] and landed lip fi rst (with 
front teeth coming a very close second) on a set of steps. I had a hole about 
1 cm long right through my bottom lip. And sorry about the focus, it was a 
selfi e.” 

5 http://time.com/3594971/the-25-best-inventions-of-2014/item/the-selfi e-
streamliners/

6 See Saltz, Jerry 2014. ‘Art at Arm’s Length: A History of the Selfi e’. Vulture, 
27 January. http://www.vulture.com/2014/01/history-of-the-selfi e.html.

7 Burton, Tara 2014. ‘Keep Smiling’. The Paris Review. February 20. http://www.
theparisreview.org/blog/2014/02/20/keep-smiling/.

8 “The joy of astonishing others, and the proud satisfaction of never oneself 
being astonished”, noticed by Baudelaire (1863: 28) draws on his ‘horror of 
blasé people’ and ‘the masses’, rather than on banal exhibitionism that gets 
viral. Baudelaire, Charles 1995 [1863]. The Painter of Modern Life and Other 
Essays. Transl. and ed. by J. Mayne. London: Phaidon Press.
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Huffington Post has presented selfies as “evidence that the 
apocalypse can’t come soon enough”.9 There are several examples of 
abject selfies that are a banal exhibitionism and yet still went viral, 
such as ‘selfie with a homeless’ and ‘after sex selfie’; but lets focus on 
Jason Feifer’s ‘Selfies at Funerals’. In this Tumblr blog, Feifer collects 
teens posing in front of their smart phones during relatives’ funerals. 
These pictures have not been stolen, but gathered together from Ins-
tagram, Facebook or Twitter, whereby the authors post them accom-
panied by hashtags like #funeral, #grandad, #sadday and descriptions 
such as “this was a funeral selfie am I going to hell ((yes))” and “Love 
my hair today. Hate why I’m dressed up #funeral”.10 Otherwise, there 
is a new trend to pay condolences and express our sorrow on Face-
book or Twitter. Obituaries have been published in newspapers for 
centuries. However, there is something more trivial and ephemeral 
in online mourning; not just that we try to express our deep feel-
ings for our grandpa in 140 characters, but also do the same when a 
famous person (relatively unknown to us) passes; just remember the 
reactions to Lou Reed’s death (27 October 2013). 

See illustrations on page 471. 

Over-exposition to stimuli provokes cynicism and a ‘compassion 
fatigue’ (Moeller 2009) manifested as a prevailing indifference to 
suffering.11 The feeling of missing those who are close to us has obvi-
ously not disappeared, it’s more a lack of empathy, a quickness to 
anger, an objectification, simultaneous to an increasing sensation 

9 http://www.huffi ngtonpost.com/2013/10/29/funeral-selfi es_n_4175153.html 

10 Waldman, Katy 2013. ‘Selfi es at funerals’. – Orlando Sentinel. http://
www.orlandosentinel.com/digitalunlimited/partners/sns-wp-wp-slate-bc-
selfi es01-20131101,0,4033190.story.

11 As argued by Susan Moeller, the overexposure to compassion stimulus 
and the feeling of inability to infl uence on the suffering produces a distance 
between the suffering and the spectator. 
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of missing ‘our’ strangers; unknown people who might ‘like’ our 
posts and do the same as you when in a café or at a concert. This 
also relates to what blogger and media analyst Steve Ruble calls ‘the 
attention crash’, described as the cost to be paid for communicating 
more intensively, to multiple audiences simultaneously, and over 
large distance; in his view, this ambition makes contemporary indi-
viduals unable to attend it all, impelling us to eye scan and filter and 
filter information.

Skilful lovers leave no trace

Leonard Cohen sings that true love leaves no trace. One is so occu-
pied with feeling love that one forgets that a day after might come. In 
addition, living experience tells you that this sort of accident of hap-
piness cannot last for long. As any adventure, love is a third thing, 
neither totally external nor internal to us. Once we try to document 
it, to package it, we might stop this experience, pause the feeling 
or even burn it. In Wim Wenders’ Alice in the Cities, an ex-girlfriend 
asserts to Philip Winter (the main character): “You always need proof, 
proof that you exist… That’s why you always take pictures… They are 
proof that you saw something”. My point here is that photos might 
function as a proof certifying an event, and even the photographer’s 
own existence, but there is a price to pay, since the search for the 
proof distances us from the world and limits the very experience. 

In the summer 2013, while strolling in Berlin, a friend of 
mine asked me when was the last time I took a photo in an old-style 
photo booth. We were walking down Warschauer Strasse, and it was 
precisely there, four years before, in a photo booth located at the 
corner of the Kaisers’ supermarket, that I took my last analogue-per-
formative photo. Actually, the photo booth disappeared a year later, 
after a clean-up renovation of the supermarket (which also included 
an extension of its opening hours to 24 hours a day). The reasons 
why I took a photo also came to my mind: I was in the process of 
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breaking up with a girlfriend. Our last period was not particularly 
funny, but that day we had a good time together. We had a journey 
strolling in Berlin. We ate in a good restaurant, had several glasses 
of wine and great conversations, as in the old good days. Hence we 
wanted a physical testimony of our day. This last photo (of Ksenia, 
the name of the girlfriend to whom I refer, and I) was one among 
the dozens of pictures that we spontaneously took during our rela-
tionship. However, this last photo was not an experience of being 
together, a reciprocal performance, but a proof demonstrating that 
we were still together… albeit not for much longer.

See the illustration on page 474.  

After remembering this scene, I dedicated several weeks to observ-
ing people around the analogue photo booths, thinking about the 
reasons they (we) are still fascinated by this seemingly obsolete 
machine. People keep coming to the photomatons even on rainy 
days, some of them drunk, others totally sober. Intrigued by all this, 
I decided to talk to them and investigate the motivations behind the 
increasing popularity of the old photo booths in Berlin, which con-
trasted with the ubiquity of digital photo cameras and Internet con-
nections. I carried out 45 informal interviews near the photomatons 
located at Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, asking people why they 
decide to make a photo there instead of using their mobile phone. 
Interviews were conducted on working days and during the weekend, 
and carried out during three different periods of the day: afternoon, 
evening and night. Overall, more women were taking photos than 
men and most of the users were between 21 and 30 years old. Addi-
tionally, I noted that more tourists used them during the day, while 
locals were predominant at night. Few people took the photos alone, 
and those I saw alone came in the daytime. 

A feeling of surprise is associated with the photomatons, 
since we don’t know exactly when the machine will take the photo, 
thus we are never ready for it. Additionally, there is a different quality 
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of printing and size of paper depending on the machine. Apart from 
being a photo machine, a business and a closed space of entertain-
ment, analogue photo booths evolved as an urban site whereby exhi-
bitionism and voyeurism are not just intensified but also publicly 
allowed. Likewise, it opens the possibility to find traces of other 
selves, in the form of forgotten and lost strips. In this sense, old-
school photo booths are reminiscent of the role that communica-
tion technologies played in modernising the urban space (Lagerkvist 
2010: 233). As a user, I was fascinated for their current popularity, 
after being endangered of extinction; and for their evocative sense 
of modernity, related to automatism and chemical processes, as well 
as ephemeral and inventive experiences. Overall, most of the people 
looked at the photomotatons with curiosity, wondering what’s going 
on there, as if it were a theatre scene (in which we are authors, actors 
and audience simultaneously). Summing up, I found five basic rea-
sons why people came to the photomatons when I was there: 1) in 
order to commemorate an important event (anniversary, visit…); 
2) as a sensual exploration of the city, arguably domesticated but 
nonetheless exciting; 3) a collective experience, often awkward, 
being with friends and wanting to do something together that has 
a physical print; 4) belonging to the material imaginaire of Berlin 
(wild, sexy, modern)…; 5) the materiality implied in the document, 
in the unrepeatable analogue photo.

See the illustration on pages 472–473. 

Among the 45 testimonies, I have selected a few of them to illustrate 
this case study. For instance, Jacqueline (27), who is pregnant and 
often goes with Sebastian (25) to take a photo in the photoautomat 
to see how her unborn baby (the belly) is growing. She wants to keep 
a physical document of this natural process. Or Julia (30), Kali (36), 
Franzi (28) and René (38), who came to get a group photo in order to 
offer it as a gift to a friend who was moving to another country. As 
said previously, the association of these photos with Berlin is also 
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important. For Daniel (19), “these photos are special… I guess it is 
the style, black and white… old school, like Berlin”. When I asked 
Marie (31) and Antje (30), they screamed: “It is classic, it is crazy, it is 
Berlin! We wanna be hipsters in Kreuzberg!” Fiona (19) and Rebekka 
(20) say that they do it because they want “to capture a nice moment 
of their holidays in Berlin. We like the novelty of having it in the 
hands, physically”. Cornelia (22), Marianne (22) and Karola (22) high-
light the ‘singularity’ of these photos: “We want to document our 
evening. Just for fun. The photos done with the phone look too good. 
These are old-school pictures. Just for us, not to be posted on Face-
book”. This ‘singularity’ of both the document and the experience is 
also important for Alma (25) and Sulene (28): “You don’t know when 
they come, so the most funny is when you wait. Also I never print 
the digital ones”; and for Kezia (23) and Gemma (23): “The analogue 
machines are better than the digital because you cannot improve the 
photo. Also it comes as a souvenir and you get fun for two euros”.

Photo booths are an open door beckoning. For instance, I 
observe how five people try to enter together and can hardly find 
enough room in the booth. They laugh and laugh. I took pictures 
and notes of them and realised that certain social reactions – like 
laughter – cannot be shown or described, just seen and heard. The 
material culture around the analogue photos is acknowledged too by 
several informants. In photomatons we make memories, rather than 
accumulating them. For instance, Pedro (33) and Alice (29) say: “It 
is cool, this old-fashion style. Also the fact of being printed turns it 
into a memory”. And Stefani (25) says: “You get something tangible 
that cannot be erased. It is how it is. I go to take a photo with every-
body who visits me in Berlin. I already have a whole collection in six 
weeks! So it works as an overview”. A case apart is my friend Elisa 
(25), who came with me to observe the photoautomat stage a couple 
of times and sent me four pictures made in a photomaton the night 
she left Berlin, including a red ‘Adieu’ written on them. Asked about 
her opinion on the photomatons, she told me: “I like it as an aes-
thetic and social object. In Paris I took photos in a normal machine 
and got sixteen copies that I’ve been using for the last four years. 
So to take a photo in this old-school photo booth is like opposing 
the arrow of time. You cannot get many, nor use the same photo for 
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several years; rather these photos work as a landmark. Also these 
photos are not static or foreseeable. Indeed, you can tell a story with 
them, just by changing your gestures”. 

See the illustration on page 474.

For Tim Garret, co-founder of www.photobooth.net, digitally 
en hancing the experience with cheesy voiceovers and graphics takes 
away the charm of the old-school photo booths: “the tiny precious 
images, beautifully lit and exposed; the instant gratification; the 
cramped space of the seating area that inspires intimate photos; the 
anticipation as you wait for the strip to pop out, unsure exactly how 
they will look; the pungent smell of the chemicals and the low whirr 
of the machine...”.12 Furthermore, photomatons have been prolific 
in popular culture, seen in cinema (in 150 movies, from Lonesome, 
1928, to Superman III, 1983, or Amelie, 2001); in music (video clips, 
from Depeche Mode ‘See You’, 1982, to MGMT ‘It’s Working’, 2010); 
in hundreds of TV series (from the Simpsons to Mr. Bean); in dozens 
of commercials (for example for Barclays, Honda, American Express, 
Pepsi, Nivea, McDonalds…); in art (From André Breton’s Je ne vois 
pas la femme cachée dans la forêt, 1929 and Andy Wharhols’ portraits, 
1963–1966, to Fionna Banner’s ‘Portrait of an Alphabet’ 2010); in 
fashion (Mixmag special on hats, January 2010); and for celebrities 
(Quentin Tarantino, Jack White and Paris Hilton reportedly own 
one).13

12 See Burt, Kate 2010. ‘Camera obscurer: Meet the enthusiasts that are 
determined to keep photo booths alive’. The Independent, 24 October. http://
www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/camera-obscurer-
meet-the-enthusiasts-that-are-determined-to-keep-photo-booths-
alive-2112048.html.

13 For more info see Photobooth.net (http://www.photobooth.net/movies_tv/
index.php).
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See the illustration on page 475. 

All the photomatons in Berlin belong to a company called Photo-
automat, established in Prenzlauer Berg in 2004 by Asger Doenst 
(39, born in Bremen) and Ole Kretschmann (38, born in Hamburg). 
For them, the company has grown from a hobby to a full-time job, 
employing five workers and even teaching workshops. In 2003 the 
founders went to Zurich to an art performance and came across 
an old photomaton. They found it just in time; in 2003 there were 
around 150 photomatons in Switzerland, but Schnellphoto AG, the 
company that ran them, collapsed in 2005.14 

We needed more booths to cover the cost of the paper and 
the maintenance, so we started scouring Europe. We found 
a few in Spain that companies wanted to throw away – one 
had birds nesting in it… The amazing thing is that they’re 
built to last 100 years. They’ve been around for the last 
40 and almost died out – we want to keep them going for 
another 40. (Asger Doenst)15

In Berlin most of the machines are on the street and are very acces-
sible. Doenst claims: “It is a lot of work actually to keep then run-
ning, to repair all the stuff that sometimes gets broken and also to 
keep it clean… especially in Berlin where there is a lot of graffiti and 
lot of vandalism”.16 Nonetheless, according to the duo, it was the 
open spaces and possibilities available in Berlin that allowed them 
to “slip into their project… which grew supernaturally”. In London, 

14 For more on the topic visit the webpage of the company (http://www.
photoautomat.de) or read: ‘Smile for the camera. In Meet the Producers’. May 
2013. Traveller. EasyJet magazine.

15 Published by www.Deutschalnd.de: ‘Old photo booths fi nd new fans’. 
October 29, 2012.

16 Published in Deutsche Welle on 6 August 2011. ‘From the Fringe. Bericht über 
das Revival der Photoautomaten’.
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for instance, it’s been more complicated to get permission from the 
councils to install them on the streets. Because of its recent history, 
Berlin is probably the best possible city for this sort of retro-resis-
tance against late-modern straightjackets. Hedonist, full of empty 
spaces for a long while, encapsulating multiple layers of History yet 
in flux, symbol of the modern industrial and technological utopia, 
combining a relatively slow pace and low price of living with an 
intense street life. The so called ‘elektropolis’, a great exponent of 
what might be urban culture... Berlin is a city of contradictions, con-
trasts and tensions, glamorous in a way, as well as anxious, furtive 
and decadent, deploying ambition and self-doubt, fascinating and 
bitter simultaneously. 

See the illustration on page 476.

Doenst and Kretschmann opened their first photo booth on Rosen-
thaler Platz, but they had to move the machine away in 2012 in order 
to make room for the construction of a hotel. Currently, they run 
over 30 machines located in Berlin and have extended the business 
to Hamburg, Köln, Wien, Florence, Leipzig and London. Moreover, in 
the last couple of years, they have got letters from people who have 
started similar businesses in Perú, Russia, Australia… 

The photo booths produce pictures of an excellent quality 
and we saw the potential of the photo cabin as a creative 
space. There is an antique charm that you can’t find in 
digital technology today. The photo booths also give people 
a special social experience. It’s a moment of going together 
into the booth and being spontaneously creative together. 
The photo strip is a unique representation of that moment 
that can’t be reproduced… Once, in KaterHolzig, the booth 
broke down and 70 percent of the strips were of people 
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kissing, being close to each other… we added some more 
romance to the city. (Ole Kretschmann)17 

Brief genealogy of the photo booth

According to undocumented accounts on the Internet, the first patent 
for an automated photography machine was filed on 9 January 1888, 
in Baltimore, by William Pope and Edward Poole. Other confusing 
misinformation on the Internet, never sourced, says that on 16 Octo-
ber 1888 an inventor named ‘Sacco’ patented a similar machine in 
France with the number: 193.734. Likewise, Christel Fögen, Joseph 
Rader and Carl Griese, from Hamburg, are also said to have received 
the patent no. 51.081 on their ‘self-acting apparatus for the produc-
tion of photographs’ on 20 February 1889.18 Since no records were 
found demonstrating that these early machines were ever brought to 
market, historians such as Mark Bloch attribute the first automated 
machine of photography to the Italian magician ‘Bosco’, who pat-
ented on 16 July 1890 a coin-operated booth. Bosco it premiered at 
the First International Exposition of Amateur Photography at the 
Hamburg Kunsthalle in 1893, delivering a ferrotype in 3 minutes. 
Meanwhile other sources attribute the first photomaton to Ernest 
Enjalbert, who presented the machine in the Universal Exhibition 
in 1989, remaining the photo for few months at the Parisian Jardin 
d’Acclimatation (Chéroux 2012).

Other models were then invented in the early twentieth cen-
tury, having a short but popular working life in amusement parks, 
fairs and café-concerts. However, we have to wait to the 1920s to 
meet the prototype of the actual photo-booth and move to Omsk, 

17 Published in Exberliner. Issue 117, June 2013. ‘The Hot Shots’. 

18 For more on the topic see the ‘Behind the Curtain: A History of the 
Photobooth’, by Mark Bloch. http://www.panmodern.com/photobooth.htm.
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Siberia, to find its inventor. Anatol Josephewitz (later Josepho) was 
born to a prosperous jeweller and his wife in 1894. Soon he became 
fascinated by the Brownie box cameras that made photography 
accessible to the growing middle-class and enrolled in local techni-
cal institute. Being 15, he scraped up enough money to go to Berlin, 
where he learnt how to use a portrait camera and glass negatives, as 
well as the new art of developing and printing. After meeting several 
North Americans, and with the idea of creating faster and less costly 
photographs, he decided to try his fortune in New York, joining a 
ship of immigrants in 1912 (Goranin 2008). 

Unable to find a job and without any support, Josepho 
returned to Europe and opened his own photo studio in Budapest. 
It was there when he designed the primitive prototype of a self-op-
erated photo-machine that would be initiated by a coin. Then he 
created paper to produce a positive image without a film negative. 
During the war, he intended to go back to Russia, but it was caught 
at the border. Following the armistice, he managed to bribe a Hun-
garian officer and escaped to Odessa. In the Bolshevik Russia he was 
put into prison twice, and twice he escaped. Josepho finally visited 
his father in Omsk in 1920, and then continued by train to Shanghai. 
There he opened a studio and developed the chemical process of his 
photo booth. Then he decided to try his fortune again in New York, 
where he arrived in 1924 with $30 in his pocket. He presented his 
invention to relatives and friends of them, raising $11.000 (the cost 
of 5 houses) to construct the machine. By September 1925 he opened 
his Photomaton Studio on Broadway providing a strip of eight pho-
tos for 25 cents. As described by Josepho, 2.000 people a day lined up 
at the studio (Kneen 1928). 

The Broadway store was open till 4 a.m., with much of the 
business taking place at night and a machine that needed to be 
manned. Within 20 years there were more than 30.000 booths in the 
United States alone, due largely to World War II soldiers exchang-
ing photos with their loved ones. He married a silent film actress 
called Ganna and the couple had two sons and seven grandchildren. 
Josepho achieved the American Dream. In 1927 he sold the patent 
and American rights of the photobooth to Henry Morganthau, the 
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former American ambassador in Turkey and founder of the American 
Red Cross for $1m (over $12.5 million today). Josepho donated half of 
the money to charity and moved to Los Angeles where he patented 
other inventions. Circumstantially, the first self-service automatic 
booth came about also in California, in 1946 (Goranin 2008). 

Pictures – a new currency

Amateur photography proliferates on social media where image-shar-
ing is possible with a double click. The ubiquitous photo-devices help 
us to capture the moment and to present ourselves socially. For that 
we use cutting-edge technologies (for example, smart-phones…) 
and applications (for example, Instagram, Photoshop…), which are 
also capable of giving an old touch to photos recently taken. They 
are already thought to avoid us doubting: the portable camera is in 
the pocket, the phone has connection to Internet and an application 
to make up pictures (add different layers, enhance colours…). 

We also present in front of others differently. A new form of 
collective privacy is appearing, different than the modern sentiment 
that emerged in the nineteen century with the bourgeoisie. José van 
Dijck remarks on how pictures circulated via a cameraphone are 
increasingly used to convey messages as well as to show affect. They 
function to ‘connect’ and ‘get in touch’, rather than ‘to capture real-
ity’ or ‘preserve memory’ (Dijck 2008: 61–62). She puts forward that 
“digital cameras are becoming tools for communication, experience 
and identity formation, moving away from their former prime func-
tions as memory tools” (ibid.: 68). Van Dijck presents it a shift in per-
sonal photographs from objects of “memory and commemoration… 
towards pictures as a form of identity formation… cameras are used 
less for the remembrance of family life and more for the affirmation 
of personhood and personal bonds” (ibid.: 60). She extends this idea 
by adding that pictures have become “more like spoken language as 
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photographs are turning into the new currency for social interac-
tion” (ibid.: 62). 

In 2011, the McCann Worldgroup interviewed 7,000 young 
people across the globe to explore what made them different to the 
generations before them. Young people were asked to choose just 
two elements from a list of things that included cosmetics, car, 
passport, phone and sense of smell. Symptomatically, 53% of 16–22 
year-olds admitted they would prefer to give up their sense of smell 
rather than a technological item. The study concluded that for young 
people technology is more than a useful tool – it is a fifth sense. It 
also reported a trend among youth who fear ‘missing out’ because 
they worry that a lack of presence, even temporarily, can affect their 
social status.19 

Agreeing with van Dijck, personal photography has not 
changed as a result of digital devices, but as a part of a wider techno-
logical, economic and cultural transformation (Dijck 2008: 58–59).20 
In less than two decades, the Internet has shifted from being a new 
frontier of communication to being accepted as a part of our cul-
ture and normality, to the point that we hardly remember the world 
before Google and Facebook. The increasing use of digital technolo-
gies and our activity in virtual environments certainly influence our 
behaviour and, perhaps, even our ethical grounds, as argued by Vin-
cent Miller. Technologies are not passive devices, but influence our 
agency. For instance, Miller remarks how our increasingly mediated 

19 See ‘The Truth About Youth’, 2011: http://issuu.com/mccanntruthcentral/
docs/mccann_truth_about_youth?e=4892337/2594280. 

20 Commenting on the photos taken by American soldiers in Abu Ghraib, 
Susan Sontag noted a shift in the use made of pictures that are “less objects 
to be saved than messages to be disseminated, circulated” (2004: 26). These 
pictures were digital, but not entirely objectless, becoming evidence in the 
military trial that incriminated the perpetrators responsible for the abuse of 
prisoners. Indeed, José van Dijck points out that digital data and technologies 
of sharing are “an additional type of materiality, one that is endlessly pliable 
and can easily be ‘remediated’ into different physical formats” (2007: 19). See 
Sontag, Susan 2004. ‘Regarding the Torture of Others’. – The New York Times 
Magazine, 23 May, 25–29. And Dijck, José van 2007. Mediated Memories in the 
Digital Age. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
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presence amplifies the cultural tendency to objectify the social world 
and weaken our sense of responsibility for others (Miller 2012: 265). 
In this line, Roger Silverstone defines the digital world as a sort of 
new civilisation, ‘Mediapolis’ (2006), with a distinct morality. A dys-
topian vision contradicted by Keightley and Pickering (2014), who 
argue that there are clear signs of continuity from analogue to digi-
tal technologies. 

Some voices are more pessimistic, claiming that digital cul-
ture is being configured to limit, rather than expand human freedom 
and expression (Lanier 2010; Pariser 2011; Morozov 2013). Further-
more, Sherry Turkle (2011) gives empirical examples of how the con-
temporary constant connection leads to a decline in the quality of 
communication, particularly in the attention given to the here and 
now and to face-to-face interactions. This has three manifestations 
of ‘absent presence’: the first one, a togetherness merely maintained 
through electronic devices; the second one, a stronger remote access 
(and control) to our everyday lives through digital media; the third 
one, physical presences that behave attentionally elsewhere.21 We 
might even go so far as to talk about ‘log-in experiences’, referring to 
mediated practices which ignore the social surrounding, remain only 
accessible to people involved in certain virtual networks and depend 
upon the filtering of information, stimulus and contacts. 

Examples like Facebook tell us that digital culture is not 
just conditioning our sensual experiences of the world and other 
people, but also our ‘being’ in front of others and within the world. 
Zygmunt Bauman (1993) finds embodied presence to be fundamen-
tal for acknowledging human substance and moral integrity. Hence, 
he distinguishes between strangers in the city and strangers on the 

21 Philosopher Patrick Fuery proposes that absence may be divided into two 
registers, ‘primary absence’ and ‘secondary absence’: primary absence as 
‘absence-in-itself’ (1995: 2); and secondary absence is defi ned by its relational 
connection to presence, becoming inherently intertwined. To Fuery – as to 
Kierkegaard – the feeling of absence is a source of desire and anxiety, thus 
longing… “Something is absent because it is not present, but the signifi cant 
detail is that the absent something is fi gured as potentially present” (ibid.: 1). 
Fuery, Patrick 1995. The Theory of Absence: Subjectivity, Signifi cation and Desire. 
Westport: Greenwood Press.
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screen. The former tells us about concrete boundaries that sepa-
rate and unite, meanwhile the latter is ambiguous and objectified. 
Otherwise, Alfred Schütz draws on Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1955) in 
order to show the difference between a privately perceived reality 
and a perception anchored in direct social interaction. According to 
Schultz, the novelistic behaviour of Alonso Quijano (Don Quixote) 
was due to a lack of direct, face-to-face interaction with his neigh-
bours, which would eventually allow him to observe reactions, oth-
ers’ bodies, facial expressions, gestures… and read the effects of the 
own actions.

Retromania

The contemporary trend to package and document daily events, 
scenes and situations brings little knowledge of our society if this 
material is de-contextualised and fragmented. In his 1927 essay ‘Pho-
tography’, Siegfried Kracauer writes about photographs as fallible 
memories, concluding that they mean nothing without stories to go 
with them, without subjective memory and oral tradition. Kracauer 
attributes to photography an uncontemporaneous quasi-agent-like 
nature with the capacity to create indexical replications that might 
facilitate forgetting, producing memories rather than simply recall-
ing them. On the other hand, he granted to photography a stor-
age capacity; it was able to catalogue and stockpile elements from 
another time and unfold partial views of the past, like ‘compressed 
performances’ of history.

As Susan Sontag cautioned in Regarding the Pain of Others, 
photographs alone are not sufficient to understanding the past: 
“The problem is not that people remember through photographs, 
but that they remember only the photographs” (Sontag 2003: 89).22 

22 Photographs that everyone recognises are now a constituent part of what a 
society chooses to think about. These ideas presented as memories are thus a 
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Likewise, memories are not free of mediation; as acknowledged by 
Dijck, there is a “mutual shaping of human cognitive memory and 
media technologies in everyday cultural contexts” (2007: 150). For 
instance, the rapid obsolescence of current technology conditions 
our access to the past in a way that we become unable to read old 
files… because of a lack of tools, lack of skills and lack of patience. 
In this transition from analogue to digital devices there are relative 
gains and looses. In the opinion of Nancy van House, personal pho-
tography “may be becoming more public and transitory, less private 
and durable and more effective as objects of communication than of 
memory” (2011: 133). 

In the nineteenth century, Mallarmé said that everything in 
the world exists in order to end in a book. Fifty years ago, Sontag 
updated the phrase arguing that everything exists to end in a pho-
tograph. Today we can add that everything exists to end in Insta-
gram or Facebook… the difference here is that the quality of pres-
ence, the aura23, the expansive quality is absent. Digital apps and 
networks (such as Photoshop, Instagram or Pinterest) contribute 
to the mechanical reproduction of representations of reality with 
infinitely alterable products. Otherwise, social networks and photo 
apps evidence an obsession with the moment and “the belief that 
time consists of interesting events” (Sontag 1995: 8). For Sontag, 
taking photos is to establish an imaginary possession of time and 
space, a struggle that goes hand by hand with modernity: “A way of 
certifying experience, taking photographs is also a way of refusing 
it – by limiting experience to a search for the photogenic, by convert-
ing experience into an image, a souvenir” (Sontag 1995: 6). 

fi ction. In Sontag’s view, there is no such thing as collective memory, but a collective 
instruction (Sontag 2003: 85). “Photographed images do not seem to be statements 
about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality that anyone can make 
or acquire… Photographs, which package the world, seem to invite packaging. They 
are stuck in albums, framed and set on tables, tacked on walls, projected as slides. 
Newspapers and magazines feature them; cops alphabetize them; museums exhibit 
them; publishers compile them.” (Sontag 1995: 2)

23 Aura as the ability to look back at ourselves in retrospect that Walter 
Benjamin considered crucial of the work of art.
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Most contemporary individuals dedicate energy and time to 
package the present in consumable items. Overall, the photographic 
packaging produced by phone cameras and its limitless production 
leads to a certain banalisation and standardisation of communica-
tion, as well as distancing us from the physical surroundings. There 
is no longer a need to pay attention to light intensity, meter expo-
sure, shutter speed, and no need to balance the colour of the image. 
Digital photography reduces the possibilities for experimenting and 
erring, since the use is already pre-set and standardised. Digital 
cameras function as a means of appropriating reality and as a means 
of making it obsolete. 

Smart-phone apps have ensured that one no longer needs 
the ravages of time. Cultural critic Nathan Jurgenson (2011) presents 
as a paradox the fact that new smart-phone applications produce 
grainy photos, as if the images are cheap Polaroids: “They fade the 
image (especially at the edges), adjust the contrast and tint, over- or 
under-saturate the colors, blur areas to exaggerate a very shallow 
depth of field, add simulated film grain, scratches and other imper-
fections”. These photos cause an immediate feeling of nostalgia and 
a sense of authenticity that digital photos often lack.24 

Jurgenson compares the regained popularity of analogue 
photos with the resurgence of vinyl in contrast to the mp3 music 
format. Independently of quality judgements, they both might be 
understood as a retro reaction to an overdose of virtuality and imme-
diacy, a sort of antidote to the excesses of late-modernity. Dominik 
Bartmanski and Iain Woodward have recently studied the ‘auratic’ 
quality of vinyl records, acknowledging the ‘semiotic mutability’, 
‘ability to materialise a flexible range of meanings’, and ‘material 
properties’ of the old LPs (2013). In their view, vinyl records are 
‘iconic’, being treated as the medium and the message, entailing rit-
ualistic engagement and referring to a heritage.

24 This supplemented authenticity has been appropriated by clothing 
companies that target with youngsters as a group; the name of the brands is 
already signifi cant: ‘Urban Outfi tters’, ‘Anthropologie’, ‘Free People’…
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The culture of revival and the genealogy of ‘retro’ have been 
studied by Elizabeth Guffey, who dates the origin of the term to 1962, 
when John Glenn orbited the earth. Upon Glenn’s re-entry into the 
Earth’s atmosphere, and in order to reduce the risk of dying from 
the 4000 ºF heat outside, the mission control scientists decided 
not to jettison the set of rockets positioned just above the ceramic 
heat shield, which were normally abandoned during re-entry; they 
correctly tried to keep the rockets attached, as a retro-pack. The 
metal straps remained in place, but disintegrated in flaming chunks 
as the capsule re-entered the atmosphere. The audience watched 
the landing in horror, believing that the craft itself was burning. 
After Glenn’s successful splashdown, however, his ‘retro rockets’ 
made their way into popular speech. ‘Retro’ thus entered the pub-
lic imagination with the space-age lexicon of the early 1960s. Little 
used before the nineteenth century, ‘retro’ was adopted to suggest 
a powerful counter to forward propulsion. Until the post-war years 
‘retro’ functioned primarily as a prefix, its closest relative, ‘retro-
grade’, referred to planetary rotations that deviated from the usual 
direction of celestial bodies. Only in the late twentieth century did 
‘retro’ come to symbolise a deviant form of revivalism (Guffey 2006: 
12–13). ‘Retro’ began to evoke the recent past in the early 1970s, 
when it was used to characterise the work of Parisian film critics and 
fashion designers. The growing genre of films and literature that 
examined themes of resistance to the Nazis during World War II was 
dubbed the ‘mode rétro’. A generation too young to remember the 
war years embraced films like Louis Malle’s Lacombe Lucien (1974), 
which presented the Third Reich in moodily atmospheric terms that 
neither condemned nor endorsed their subject. By the late 1970s a 
fashion-conscious yet highly irreverent version of ‘retro’ crept into 
English, where its meaning remained fluid and vaguely negative, 
representing for many a desire to recycle the past in a nostalgic or 
exploitative manner (Guffey 2006: 14).25 

25 For instance, in a 1979 article entitled ‘Will the “Retro” Look Make It?’, the 
fashion journalist Bernardine Morris reported that after a number of years 
during which fashion was perceived as having made tremendous progress in 
the direction of freedom, comfort and style, the forward thrust of design was 
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‘Retrospection’, ‘retrograde’, ‘retrogressive’… the increas-
ing popularity of the analogue photo booths might be understood 
as a reflexive step back, a move backwards in order to avoid getting 
burned out. This resistance appears as culturally embedded, deploy-
ing different manifestations, from the Japanese ‘purikura’ (photo 
stickers made in booths) to the use of photomatons for confessions, 
calendars or fashion reports. Indeed, the way individuals react to 
technological challenges reveals much of their cultural belongings, 
resisting to changes through cultural memory. As cultural histo-
rian Stephen Bann points out, people might react with an aesthetic 
recovering of what has passed away if feeling dememorialized in 
their own time, if sensing a historic dispossession (Bann 1984). This 
sort of retromodernity appears therefore as a search for an alternate 
social ordering, seeking novelty through return (Lagerkvist 2010).

Retromodernity has also to do with the body, as a physi-
cal medium to be held, touched, smelled... We might talk about an 
increasing need of material perception and sensual experiences 
within the world, manifested too in the growing focus with the body 
(fitness activities, sports, tattoos, piercings…). Nonetheless, retro-
mania can easily turn into necrophilia, as claimed by Simon Reyn-
olds, music critic of The Guardian newspaper. The endless retrospec-
tion, manifested through revivals, remakes, reprocesses, biopics, 
commemorations and vintage recycling, depends upon the ever-in-
creasing capacity to store, organise, instantly access and share vast 
amounts of cultural data. The problem, in his view, is that today we 
access, dissect and reproduce the past immediately, as if it was the 
present, dis-embedded from the original context, lifting out social 
relations and cultural traditions as well as neglecting the effort and 
questioning quality that creation entails (Reynolds 2011).

In The Metropolis and Mental Life (1903), Georg Simmel 
warned about the shifts of social experience in the early twentieth 
century, noticing a then emerging process of fluidification, accel-
eration, abstraction, fragmentation and alienation within urban 

‘aborted’. Morris, Bernardine 1979. ‘Will the “Retro” Look Make It?’ – The New 
York Times, 1 January, p. 18.
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societies. In Simmel, alienation is based on the instrumental pow-
ers of modern technology, which seem autonomous and irreversible. 
In his view, the struggle of people to maintain their independence 
and individuality against external techniques of life and the pow-
ers of society produces a conflict of antagonisms (Simmel 1997: 47). 
As reported by Simmel, the reduction of concrete values and the 
increasing mediation and over-stimulation prompts cynicism and a 
blasé attitude in modern individuals. This complex condition gener-
ates a defence reaction from individuals; a sort of retro-resistance, 
or distancing move, often manifested by hiding behind a blank face.26 
Simmel concluded that emotions and non-rational qualities turn out 
to be weaker and that the possibility to create direct relationships 
decreases. Nevertheless, he deployed a moderate pessimism, arguing 
that individuals always keep a certain degree of non-rationality, of 
emotional freedom (1997).

The increasing popularity of photomatons is a non-rational 
reaction against late-modern excesses. In the last decades, Western 
societies conceded to digital reasoning and the Internet an almost 
sacred role. Politics, culture and human agency seem to disappear 
from the picture – even from the footnotes – as if social transfor-
mations were generated outside society, history and time (Morozov 
2013). In his works, Evgeny Morozov argues that the contemporary 
evaluation of technologies is based on a leap of faith that borders 
on religion, which has to do “with our tendency to treat technology 
as if it occupied a unique, autonomous domain… as lying outside of 
society” (2014). 

Otherwise, in history we find many examples confirming that 
new media not always supplants traditional modes and technologies, 

26 Simmel studied this blasé attitude by exploring the effects and affects of 
urban interactions, money being one of his most prominent examples. In his 
view, this ‘form of association’ functions as a third element intermediating 
both between people and between people and things (Simmel 2004: 186). 
By virtue of exchange, the mind itself develops a calculating character 
and abstract reasoning, the ambiguity of modernity being expressed and 
experienced. Simmel, Georg 2004 [1900]. The Philosophy of Money. London and 
New York: Routledge.
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rather inspiring and influencing each other’s work (Bann 2001). The 
increasing popularity of photomatons is here presented as a reaction 
against late-modern excesses. In this chapter, I have explored how 
photomatons provide sensual experiences, body performativity and 
sense of belongingness. Through these machines, people explore 
unpredictable outcomes, following a curiosity and ambivalence that 
seems persecuted by corporations like Facebook and Google (Moro-
zov 2014). The possibility of failing allows us to experiment with per-
sonal freedom. The conjunction of errors and analogue technologies 
makes each photo unrepeatable and uniquely imperfect, allowing us 
to touch the nerves of human potentiality (Boym 2010).27 

As remarked by Svetlana Boym, if we adapt too well to institu-
tions, to markets, to new technological devices and social networks, 
we might evolve to the point that the adventure of human freedom 
becomes obsolete. Furthermore, a perfect adaptation to technolo-
gies would make dissent not just impossible but even unthinkable: 
“Imperfection, ambiguity, opacity, disorder, and the opportunity 
to err, to sin, to do the wrong thing: all of these are constitutive of 
human freedom, and any concentrated attempt to root them out will 
root out that freedom as well” (Morozov 2013: xiv).28 So retro-reac-
tions are a sort of buffer, a chosen unadaptation to the prevailing 

27 Strict adherence to digital devices can produce good looking, albeit 
predictable photos that are not much different from thousands of others we 
have already accumulated or seen in social networks. As said by Svetlana Boym, 
it is ‘techno-errotic’ (2010: 7): “Erring allows us to touch – ever so tactfully – 
the exposed nerves of cultural and human potentiality, the maps of possible 
if often improbable developments” (2010: 4); “… an error has an aura... Erring 
was also erotic; it teased the technological superego of the digital apparatus” 
(2010: 6).

28 In the last decades, Western societies conceded to digital reasoning 
and the Internet an almost sacred role. Politics, culture and human agency 
seem to disappear from the picture – even from the footnotes – as if social 
transformations were generated outside society, history and time (Morozov 
2013). Evgeny Morozov (2014) argues that the contemporary evaluation 
of technologies is based on a leap of faith that borders on religion, which 
has to do “with our tendency to treat technology as if it occupied a unique, 
autonomous domain… as lying outside of society”. Morozov, Evgeny 2014. 
‘Digital Thinking? Wishful Thinking!’ (Wider digitales Wunschdenken). –
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. 7 February.



289

Old-school Photo Booths and 
Retromodernity in Berlin

Francisco Martínez

social system without breaking with it. Ultimately, what fights under 
the described retro-reaction against digital devices is not a dislike of 
the technology in itself, but the loss of autonomy and control over 
our lives.

Conclusion

Photomatons have turned into sites of resistance to the excessive 
virtuality and immediacy of daily life. As argued in this chapter, 
the increasing popularity of the analogue material culture is better 
understood as the result of individual retro-reaction, rather than a 
mere fashion or a committed political engagement. In a world that 
sees the traditional power of identity diminished, individuals engage 
in new grounded activities from which derive new forms of iden-
tity. The need of being present, of feeling and of having new experi-
ences, have as a consequence a collective retro-reaction, even if no 
knowing well where or what to recover. In the digital age, analogue 
photos might appear to be largely pointless; however after drawing 
on literature, examples taken from the Internet, ethnography and 
45 informal interviews, I uncovered that photomatons have turned 
into objects of social affection and nostalgia, looking at the past sen-
sually, coming about a sort material culture (like phone cabins and 
kiosks). For my informants, these analogue photos and the experi-
ences around obsolete photo booths are appreciated because they 
provide a chance to explore a different fantasy and the reference 
to alternative modes of social belonging. Moreover, photo booths 
encompass an urban gathering and a body performance. The pho-
tos taken in these machine make us part of the flux of time, rather 
than taking us out from it (as digital pictures do). Hence, I conclude 
that when virtuality and immediacy turn out to be unpleasant and 
abducting, when acceleration and contingency become excessive, 
individuals develop retro-resistances and seek terrains of freedom 
elsewhere, manifested as a move back, culturally embedded. As seen 
in our case study, the analogue photo booths provide an opportunity 
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for body encounters, sensuous dispositions, unpredictable exchanges 
and the possibility to fail. Thus in a way, it is a sort of analogue diet, 
after the obesity of virtuality and immediacy. 

•
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The contemporary moment is a moment of acceleration. This might 
be taken as a typical piece of diagnosis, which would reflect on what 
Hartmut Rosa has called the ‘totalitarian’ dominance of social accel-
eration (2010: 9; Rosa 2013). I am concerned with something rather 
different. This is the development of new ‘accelerationist’ modes of 
thinking that attest to the power of acceleration as means to probe 
forms of knowledge and technology that might be re-purposed to 
generate a non-capitalist future. The contention is that we are not 
accelerating, or not accelerating enough. Mired in capitalist cri-
sis we face the exhaustion of the utopian promise of acceleration 
that fed the avant-gardes of the twentieth century, from the Italian 
Futurists to the British Independent Group of the 1950s, and beyond. 
F. T. Marinetti proclaimed, in the first manifesto of Futurism, that 
‘others who are younger and stronger will throw us in the wastebas-
ket, like useless manuscripts. – We want it to happen!’ (Rainey et al. 
2009: 53). Acceleration belonged to the young, to those who could 
outpace their elders and render them obsolete. In our moment we 
witness the struggle to redeploy acceleration, to rework or reengi-
neer the avant-garde ‘passion for the real’ (Badiou 2007), to return 
from the senility of capitalism in crisis to the (figural) youth of 
reinvention. I want to trace this struggle in terms of the aesthetic 
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figuration of acceleration in contemporary dance music. The accel-
erative nature of the form, often registered in increasing beats-per-
minute (bpm), makes dance music a signature aesthetic model for 
recapturing a ‘youthful’ passion for acceleration, and has been used 
as such by many of the theorists of accelerationism.

Such claims for the necessity of ‘accelerationism’ are prob-
lematic. They rest often on accepting images of acceleration that 
are debateable and, for forms of thought aiming at the future, often 
evoke past accelerations (see Noys 2014). What goes missing in such 
accounts, as I will trace, is an awareness of the tension and friction 
necessary to any moment of acceleration. Nonetheless I want to trace 
this return of acceleration in the present moment as a symptomatic 
expression of a desire to transcend a capitalism that appears at once 
frantic and static. The seeming capitalist monopoly on acceleration 
feeds the need to extract or isolate new forms of acceleration that can 
be turned against capitalism. Gean Moreno (2013), in a recent edito-
rial for the art-journal e-flux on ‘accelerationist aesthetics’, argues 
for an accelerationist aesthetics that offers the capacity for us to 
negotiate between ‘innovative cartographic exercises’ and ‘the drive 
to deliberately exacerbate nihilistic meltdowns.’ It is an aesthetics 
of acceleration that promises the capacity to explore and trace new 
forms of acceleration that can un-lock the present moment. 

To critically unpack these claims I want to use dance music 
as the test bed for discussions of accelerationism. My critical recon-
struction examines three moments. The first is that of what we 
might call ‘classical accelerationism’. This refers to the work of 
Nick Land and his allies in the Cybernetic Culture Research Centre 
(CCRU) conducted during the 1990s at the University of Warwick. 
Land gave a provocative punk form to previous arguments for social 
acceleration as a means to puncture the limits of capitalism. The fig-
urative element would be provided by the emergence of ‘Jungle’ or 
‘drum and bass’, a genre of dance music developed in Britain from 
so-called ‘Rave’ and which used fast breakbeats (160–180 bpm) (see 
Noys 1995). The second moment is a step back to the emergence of 
Detroit techno in the early to mid-1980s and the solidification of 
techno as a genre. This self-conscious ‘Afro-Futurism’ (Eshun 2003) 
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aimed at generating a new aesthetics of acceleration that was explic-
itly post-industrial. Finally I consider interventions by contempo-
rary accelerationists around current forms of dance music. Here we 
see the tension that persists in turning to the present moment to 
release forces of acceleration.

The inhuman dance floor

Nick Land and the CCRU articulated ‘classical accelerationism’ as the 
most radical endorsement of capitalist time as a time of acceleration, 
in the form of expanding value and the absorption of all elements of 
life under an inhuman marketisation. This moment emerged from 
1970s theoretical currents, notably Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti- 
Oedipus (1972), and in Land’s work it gained a kind of resonance 
and accelerative force that deliberately aimed at a para- or anti-aca-
demic energisation (Reynolds 2010). Whereas Deleuze and Guattari 
stepped back from what they called deterritorialisation (1988: 160), 
riding the flux and flows unleashed by capitalism, Land argued the 
need to go further:

Machinic revolution must therefore go in the opposite 
direction to socialistic regulation; pressing towards 
ever more uninhibited marketisation of the processes 
that are tearing down the social field, ‘still further’ 
with ‘the movement of the market, of decoding and 
deterritorialisation’ and ‘one can never go far enough 
in the direction of deterritorialisation: you haven’t seen 
anything yet’. (Land 2013)

For Deleuze and Guattari ‘absolute deterritorialisation’ remained 
asymptotic – something to be converged on, but never reached. For 
Land it had already been realised, but only in the future – 2012, in 
fact. We should at this point note that this realisation is, in the lan-
guage of the CCRU, hyperstitional (CCRU 1999), which is to say it is 
a performative fiction. The then present moment of the 1990s was 
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being infiltrated by cyber guerrillas from this realised absolute deter-
ritorialisation. We had traces of this future – drugs, sci-fi, jungle, the-
ory, biotech – that prefigured the meltdown to come: ‘as if,’ in Land’s 
words, ‘a tendril of tomorrow were burrowing back.’ (Land 2013)

One of the key ‘tendrils of tomorrow’ was the post-rave 
speed-up of jungle and drum and bass (Fisher 2011). This intensi-
fication of the accelerative elements of dance culture resulted in 
‘impending human extinction becomes accessible as a dance floor’, 
according to Land (2013). Not ‘Dance or Die’, but ‘Dance and Die’; 
the accelerative force of jungle or drum and bass instantiated the 
trace of our future inhuman state. The tendency of jungle tracks to 
sample sci-fi films such as The Terminator (Metalheads, ‘Terminator’ 
(1992)) or Predator 2 (Hyper on Experience, ‘Lord of the Null Lines 
(1993)) was read by Land and the CCRU as indicative of an emer-
gent future in which the human would be dissolved into the flows 
of deterritorialised capitalism. Jungle was a ‘street’ futurism, a pop-
ular avant-garde, that in its ‘dark’ forms (extreme basslines, eerie or 
uncanny samples, and propulsive rush) figured ‘extinction’ through 
exhilaration.

The combination of dance music with drugs rendered possi-
ble a practical anti-humanism – the disintegration of the ego under 
the forces and forms of drug and dance induced-states of dissolu-
tion. Far from the communal dreams of certain factions of rave cul-
ture, with the promise of new Dionysian collectives, the CCRU and 
Land pursued a studiedly nightmarish integration of the human with 
the machinic and technological. Instead of some neo-primitivism, 
this was a neo-futurism. This counter-mythology was just as much 
another mythology, and largely uninterested in tracing the political, 
social, and economic tensions of rave and post-rave dance culture 
(see Thornton 1995). The aim was to dissolve those tensions in an 
endorsement of the inhuman at the expense of any political claim-
ing of rave in the name of collectivity.

It is perhaps not surprising that such a theoretical tendency 
should extinguish itself. The logical outcome of such a set of beliefs 
was the disappearance of the human, as not only did the flows of 
capitalism not require humanity but also that a state of absolute 
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deterritorialisation had already been achieved. This is a variant of 
Marinetti’s logic of obsolescence. Instead of the heroism of Mari-
netti’s narrative, which requires new young ‘over-men’, in a Nietz-
schean vein, Land and the CCRU would be rendered obsolete by the 
turn-over of capitalist speed. The only subject left was this inhuman 
force of desire or the libidinal – identical with the ‘forces’ of capital-
ist production. Land and the CCRU deliberately operated as a van-
ishing mediator between the signs of the future and, they claimed, 
the realised future of acceleration.

Of course that future did not arrive. At the same time the 
moment of jungle and drum and bass burned itself out. After the 
relative hegemony of this form post-rave dance culture underwent 
further fragmentations and returns to more ‘stable’ or conventional 
forms, such as UK Garage. This type of dance music slowed down to 
130 bpm with 4/4 beats and returned to previous dance music, nota-
bly House, to craft a ‘soulful’ sound. It was accompanied by a return 
to an embrace of capitalist hedonism – champagne, smart clothes, 
designer labels, and the more conventional elements of club culture. 
The irony, considering Land’s arguments, was that this could be con-
sidered a much more capitalist form than jungle. The reply would no 
doubt be that this was the ideology of capital represented – the gen-
trification of the corrosive inhuman force of capital with the ‘human 
face’ of conspicuous consumption.

The more painful irony was that jungle and drum and bass 
persisted as modes of nostalgia. It is consumed by the age group that 
was contemporary with it in the 1990s, in a similar mode to various 
other pop-cultural nostalgic events or gatherings. The DJs and artists 
still tour but the form, with some exceptions, largely remains frozen 
in that 1990s moment. This process is not unusual and familiar from 
the fate of many artistic avant-gardes, which begin from wanting to 
destroy museums and end-up by being collected by those museums. 
In the relatively more rapid turnover of pop culture this process is 
itself accelerated. The difficulty it raises is, however, for the attempt 
by Land and the CCRU to invest in the aesthetic of acceleration tied 
to this moment. With the future not arriving in the form they desired 
the substitution is of nostalgia for a future that did not happen.
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Night drive thru Babylon

Detroit techno emerged from that city in the early to mid-1980s. It 
was a deliberately accelerative aesthetics, speeding bpm from the 
previous forms of disco and house and stripping-out of the human-
ist residues that often dominated those forms – not least the voice. 
Instead of ‘soulful’ singing, or samples, Detroit techno tended to 
mechanised and repetitive sampling, or absenting the voice alto-
gether. The singularity of its aesthetic invention lay in this wel-
coming of the ‘mechanisation’, or better ‘computerisation’, of the 
aesthetic. This has obviously been prefigured by Kraftwerk’s albums 
Man-Machine (1978) and Computer World (1981), which were hugely 
influential on Detroit techno (Cunningham 2010: 59). It mixed Euro-
pean influences, from electronic music pioneers like Kraftwerk, New 
Order, Depeche Mode, and others, with the Detroit funk of Parlia-
ment / Funkadelic. The apotheosis of the form, at least as I regard it, 
is the track ‘It is what it is’ (1988), by Rhythim is Rhythim’s (aka Der-
rick May). This was, as one semi-ironic description went at the time, 
‘dance music with bleeps’. Retaining funk, the insistence of Detroit 
techno had the utopian, if not kitsch, elements of sci-fi futurism 
coupled to the dystopian fragmentation of the city-space (‘Night 
Drive Thru Babylon’, as the track by Model 500 had it).

Detroit techno was a self-consciously post-Fordist and 
post-industrial music. The very coldness of techno and its equivo-
cal embrace of deindustrialisation make it discomforting, if we con-
sider the contemporary fate of Detroit. It also set out to ‘erase the 
traces’, to use Brecht’s phrase, of the city’s musical heritage, notably 
Motown. In Juan Atkins’s infamous words, the ‘originator’ of techno 
stated:

berry gordy built the motown sound on the same principle 
as the conveyor belt at the ford plant. today the automobile 
plants use robots and computers to make their cars and 
I’m more interested in fords robots than gordy’s music. 
(Cosgrove 1988, in lower case in original)
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Berry Gordy, founder of Motown, had been an automotive worker 
and his label was founded on Fordist principles: a production line 
sound with a range of interchangeable artists on the roster called in 
to perform (Cohn 1970: 111−113). This is literally visible in the Mar-
tha and the Vandellas promotional film for the song ‘Nowhere to 
Run’ (1965) which was made on the Ford production-line in 1965. 
This very strange film shows the group dancing through Ford’s paint 
shop and production line, being ogled or studiously ignored by the, 
predominantly African-American, workers.

Detroit techno shifted to a post-industrial sound and mode of 
production, involving individual artists deploying technology, nota-
bly samplers and drum machines; as machines has replaced workers 
in the factories so machines replaced artists in music. Rather than 
rejecting this, as could be witnessed in the various forms of protest 
music and ‘blue-collar’ music of the 1970s (see Cowie 2010), Detroit 
techno seemed to celebrate the replacement of ‘variable capital’ (i.e. 
humans) by ‘constant capital’ (i.e. machines) at Ford. In this way it 
traced the mutating social space of Detroit – from the ‘white flight’ 
following the 1967 insurrection, the de-industrialisation that fol-
lowed, and its own position in the suburban site of Belleville High, 
where Derrick May, Juan Atkins, and Kevin Saunderson met. The uto-
pia present in techno is the dehumanised machinic-self integrated 
with a sci-fi future. Kodwo Eshun remarks ‘The cyborg fantasies of 
the Detroit techno producers, such as Juan Atkins and Derrick May, 
were used to both alienate themselves from sonic identity and to feel 
at home in alienation’ (2003: 296). The names of acts (‘Cybotron’, 
‘Model 500’, ‘Drexciya’), labels (‘Transmat’, ‘Red Planet’), track titles 
(‘No UFOs’, ‘Skynet’, ‘Apollo’, ‘Alpha Centauri’, ‘Waveform2’), and 
cover imagery, index this sometimes kitsch and ironic ‘futurism’.

This is not an unproblematic celebration. Derrick May, the 
leading figure of Detroit techno, known as ‘the innovator’, reflected 
in an interview:

‘factories are closing and people are drifting away’ says 
derrick, ‘the old industrial detroit is falling apart, the 
structures have collapsed. It’s the murder capital of 
america. six year olds carry guns and thousands of black 
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people have stopped caring if they ever work again. if you 
make music in that environment it can’t be straight music. 
in britain you have new order, well our music is the new 
disorder.’ (Cosgrove 1988, in lower case in original)

In contrast to May’s claim, what is striking is how ordered this music 
feels. The insistence and regularity of techno is what seems to link 
it to the regularity of the machine. On the other hand, however, the 
registration of disorder suggests the conflict at work in the process 
of de-industrialisation. Techno is not simply the smooth registration 
of the passing into a ‘new order’, but the registration of collapsing 
structures.

Again, a logic of obsolescence is at work. Where techno art-
ists aimed to render Motown obsolete, by embracing the machine, 
they also operated as witnesses to the decline and crisis of the 
order of Fordism. The sci-fi elements attested to the displacement 
of labour and the attempt to render this as a utopian futurism that 
could escape the dystopia of Detroit. Many of the artists would move 
from Detroit to Europe, to Berlin or Amsterdam, to escape in their 
own version of flight from the crisis of capitalist labour. At the same 
time techno itself, as we saw with jungle and drum and bass, would 
be subject to similar forces. The genre would develop in various 
ways, but remains today only one strand in the fabric of electronic 
music and a minor one at that. What is also striking is how innova-
tive the original recordings sound compared to later ‘developments’. 
The generic solidification of techno often has equivocal results, with 
a tendency to ‘freeze’ the form and so sapping the figural ‘energy’ 
released in the moment of its inception. Certainly there have been 
extremely inventive post-Detroit moments, from Berlin’s Basic 
Channel, with their fusion of dub and techno, to Frankfurt’s Mille 
Plateaux label, with its exploration of micro-techno of ‘clicks and 
cuts’. Despite this a certain formalisation seems to have resulted in 
a more involuted and self-conscious form of techno, which lacks the 
tense dynamism of that original moment (Lison 2012: 130).

This formalisation also accounts for the sense that techno 
seems to lack the necessary energy to trace or inscribe a future. 
The original Afro-Futurism of Detroit techno probed the tension 
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of a future in which labour might seem to be disappearing into 
the streamlined and technological. The displacement of the city of 
Detroit from this process, its continuing abandonment by capital, 
suggests the energy of the original moment of Detroit techno is one 
of fear and anxiety at obsolescence, as well as the celebration of 
acceleration. It is this recognition of the threat of obsolescence that 
inscribes an aesthetic resistance to obsolescence.

Stuttering GIFs

Contemporary accelerationism returns to and modulates Nick 
Land’s schema. Whereas Land sought acceleration along the lines 
of capitalism and so risked dissolving into capitalist flows, contem-
porary accelerationist thinking poses acceleration against capital-
ism. In the influential ‘#Accelerate: Manifesto for an Accelerationist 
Politics’ (2013), Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams argue that Land’s 
belief is in capitalist speed alone and so he remains within ‘capital-
ist parameters’ (2013: 140). What is required is not speed, which is 
merely ‘a simple brain-dead onrush’, but acceleration as ‘an experi-
mental process of discovery within a universal space of possibility.’ 
(Srnicek, Williams 2013: 140) The reason Srnicek and Williams have 
for objecting to Land is not only the danger of simply remaining 
within capitalist parameters, but also that an inertial and crisis-rid-
den neoliberalism has rescinded the dynamism of capitalism for the 
opaque mechanisms of speculative finance. We have been robbed of 
our future.

The phenomenology of this second (or third) wave of accel-
erationism is still provided by dance music. Once, in this story, 
dance music provided an inventive form of musical accelerationism. 
In Mark Fisher’s characterisation, ‘While twentieth-century exper-
imental culture was seized by a recombinatorial delirium, which 
made it feel as if newness was infinitely available, the twenty-first 
century is oppressed by a crushing sense of finitude and exhaustion.’ 
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(Fisher 2013a) This experimental culture obviously includes Detroit 
techno and jungle / drum and bass. Simon Reynolds (2013) argued 
that in the 1990s there was a ‘hardcore continuum’ in British Rave 
culture that traced an experimental line of flight from rave to jungle 
to drum and bass to early grime. This is adopted by Alex Williams 
(2013) to trace the accelerative possibilities of dance music. Wil-
liams, however, also adopts Simon Reynolds diagnosis of ‘Retroma-
nia’ (Reynolds 2011), which claims that contemporary music is para-
sitic on the past and can only produce pastiches of previous genres. 
The tension lies in the truncation of the hardcore continuum into 
the limit of repetition of past glories. Our moment is a nostalgia for 
a future that was once promised – ‘Today is the Tomorrow you were 
Promised Yesterday’, to use the title of a work by Victor Burgin. Ret-
romania is, in Alex Williams’s (2013) formulation, the ‘pop-cultural 
logic of late neoliberalism.’

The difficulty of that argument is that while Land has a sub-
ject of acceleration – capitalism – and an aesthetics – jungle and 
drum and bass – contemporary accelerationism seems to lack both. If 
the present moment is static, then where is accelerationism to come 
from? This is evident in Mark Fisher’s recent discussion of juke/foot-
work – a form of Chicago ‘ghetto house’ at 155−165 bpm, with repet-
itive and often aggressive sampling (‘Fuck Dat’, being one example). 
It would seem that footwork continues the hardcore continuum and 
instantiates another acceleration, which would dispute the accel-
erationist characterisation of the present moment as a moment of 
stasis. To rescue this diagnosis, Fisher argues that while jungle ‘was 
dark, but also wet, viscous, and enveloping,’ footwork is ‘strangely 
desiccated’ (2013b). This dessication indicates a lack of propulsive 
movement. The signature metaphysic of forces for accelerationism 
is a liquid one, in a strange echo of Luce Irigaray (1985: 106–118), but 
without her attention to gender. In contrast, the illiquid form of foot-
work traces its expression of and resistance to the present moment. 
Fisher explains that footwork finds it image ‘in the bad infinity of the 
animated GIF, with its stuttering, frustrated temporality, its eerie 
sense of being caught in a time-trap’ (Fisher 2013b). If jungle was 
predictive of accelerative temporalities then footwork, according to 
Fisher, only captures the impasses of the present moment. We suffer, 
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in Alex Williams’s Ballardian coinage, a ‘chronosick feeling’ (2013; 
italics in original), a disorder of our experience of time. Unable to 
accede to the future, or even a faith or belief in the future, we instead 
can only live out the blockage of our present moment.

If footwork registers the impasse it seems that for Fisher the 
techno musician Actress’s ‘solution to this impasse has always been 
to patch together something new from fragments of prematurely 
discarded science and sonic fictions’ (Fisher 2014). The Actress 
album Ghettoville maps, according to Fisher, a cartography of exclu-
sion in probably appropriately paranoid style, considering the pres-
ent moment. This mapping, however, also presents an act of sonic 
recovery that is not simply an instance of ‘retromania’ but, according 
to Fisher, the recovery of lost and encrypted energies. In particular, 
Fisher argues, the album’s registration of the various pains of social 
and political exclusion offers a means to externalise rage. The ges-
ture is one that ‘recovers the future’ (Fisher 2014).

Alex Williams makes a similar gesture. If jungle embodied the 
‘Landian imaginary’ of ‘apocalyptic paranoid euphoria’ then today 
we lack this ‘alienating temporality’. (Williams 2013) The future is 
now predicated, for Williams (2013), on engagement with ‘the for-
ward-propelling energies embodied in the best of UK dance music, 
its posthuman ingenuity, alien sonic vocabulary, and its manipula-
tion of affect and impersonal desire.’ I leave aside the nationalism of 
this agenda, but the central point remains the same. While we exist 
in a moment of impasse it seems that some moments of nostalgia or 
‘retromania’ might rescue or reconstruct lost energies. If there is no 
central aesthetic of acceleration, then we have to track, find, or con-
struct the fleeting new moment of ‘forward-propelling energies’ that 
remain. For all the anti-nostalgic verve of accelerationism it is forced 
into a different form of nostalgia. We have to go back to the future, 
rescuing moments of aesthetic and political acceleration from their 
obliteration.
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Obsolete futures

Contemporary accelerationism brings to an extreme point of tension 
the contradiction between the logic of acceleration and the logic of 
obsolescence. What has been made obsolete is acceleration. This 
then requires the return to previous obsolete moments of accelera-
tion to generate the promised future that might takes us beyond the 
miseries of the present moment and to restart acceleration. In aes-
thetic terms we are forced into a choice: not a choice between accel-
eration and retromania, but a choice to reactivate past moments of 
acceleration against the inertia of the present. We have to choose the 
correct retromania to overcome the manically stuttering present.

This is not necessarily a problematic strategy per se. There 
are many instances of political and aesthetic strategies that return 
to the past to rework a possible future. The difficulty is that the 
terms in which contemporary accelerationism sets itself this task. By 
rendering the present as stasis, and by flattening out past moments 
into unequivocal signs of acceleration, the tensions of both are lost. 
In the first case, of the present moment, we have the contradictions 
and tensions of the various attempts to restart capitalist production 
and accumulation, as well as the uneven current distribution of the 
crisis. Failure to attend to this leaves contemporary accelerationism, 
with its dreams of re-organised technological production, in danger-
ous proximity to certain modernising ideologues of creative destruc-
tion. In aesthetic terms we have the lengthening history of the form, 
which gives a field into which to intervene, but can also constrain as 
well as facilitate new possibilities. Andrew Lison notes (2012: 130) 
that if we accept the hypothesis of the hardcore continuum then 
contemporary dance music forms often introspectively refers to 
and works in that continuum. In the case of contemporary accelera-
tionism this leaves it believing in the accelerative continuum, while 
struggling to deal with these returns and reworkings. Often these 
returns don’t simply aim to kick-start new accelerations, but probe 
the limits of the hardcore continuum, tracing tensions within it.
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In the second case, of the past, matters are also more com-
plex than simply invoking past moments of acceleration. I have 
noted that Detroit techno registers the tensions and contradictions 
of the post-industrial within an endorsement of this acceleration. 
Instead of celebrating the post-industrial or streamlined technolog-
ical future we find a playing with dread and anxiety. This is also true 
of Land and the CCRU’s use of jungle and drum and bass. The delib-
erate playing with dread in jungle, in so-called ‘dark jungle’, indi-
cated the human on the brink of obsolescence. While Land and the 
CCRU could parlay this into celebration of human extinction, it also 
indicated their own anxiety at willingly entering into an extinction 
they also claimed was inevitable. Dread remained in the accession to 
the state of integrated machine and the promise of human obsoles-
cence equivocated on the abandonment of the human.

I think these tensions and pressures are registered in the work 
of Williams and Fisher. The difficulty is that they do not seem to be 
fully thought through and so remain disconnected. Too often we end 
with an opposition of acceleration and retromania rather than the 
more complex mapping their probing of the limits of the aesthetics 
of contemporary dance music implies. They attend to issues of nos-
talgia and the haunting of the present by moments of acceleration, 
but take these moments as given rather than as complex and equiv-
ocal constructs. Fisher’s mining of ‘hauntology’ (2013a), a term bor-
rowed from Derrida (1998), suggests a more complex temporality of 
return and repetition, rather than the flat metaphor of the ‘hardcore 
continuum’. It suggests a temporality of what Freud called ‘deferred 
action’ (Nachträglichkeit) (Laplance, Pontalis 1988: 111–114). In this 
situation a present trauma exists through reactivating a past trauma, 
which only comes into being in the deferred act of reactivation. Sim-
ilarly, rather than the simple search for past moments of acceleration 
that exist in simple purity we could suggest a more complex process 
of reactivation and reworking that interrupts the past and does not 
produce a ‘pure’ new, but a necessarily repetitive ‘new’.

That contemporary accelerationists attend to dance music 
as a test-bed for debates about the future and acceleration is crucial, 
that they flatten the tensions in their presentation is problematic. 
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What is required is further attention to the logic of obsolescence, 
both at the level of aesthetic form and as an expression of the capi-
talist logic of the replacement of living labour by dead labour, with 
dead labour taking the form of machines and technology. In the 
first instance, of aesthetic form, an accelerative logic implies the 
necessity for a ‘built-in’ obsolescence, as a form exhausts its possi-
bilities and, deliberately, tries to generate new paths beyond. That 
such paths often fall behind the initial intervention suggests the 
difficulty of sustaining such forms of aesthetic acceleration. In the 
second case, even in explicitly accelerationist aesthetics the poten-
tial obsolescence of the form and of labour is not simply welcomed, 
Rather there is always a registration of tension, even within the sup-
posed ‘smoothness’ of the line of flight.

Conclusion: friction

Instead of the smooth presentation of acceleration, aesthetically or 
politically, the registration of a sense of friction is crucial to grasping 
the aesthetics of dance music, and to grasping an aesthetic and polit-
ical analysis of the ‘stuttering’ of the present moment or, for that 
matter, of the past and future. Instead of metaphysical oppositions 
between wet (good) and dry (bad), accelerative (good) and static (bad), 
youth (good) and age (bad), the notion of friction implies the tension 
that refuses such oppositions. In the case of the aesthetic of dance 
music despite the fact that the UK government anti-rave legislation 
referred to ‘repetitive beats’, the actual construction of dance music 
depends on variations and differences between and within drum pat-
terns, samples, synthesisers, and other elements. This is intensified 
when the music is used by a DJ to construct a set, where the friction 
between these elements becomes crucial. The ‘smooth’ tends exactly 
to the repetitive in the dull sense, whereas playing these elements 
off against each other generates alteration in repetition. In the case 
of speed acceleration to certain levels, such as 1,000 bpm, which has 
been tried by various artists, results in indistinguishable noise. So, 



Hopeless Youth!

306

Subcultural Youth?

the felt sense of aesthetic acceleration depends on the slowing down 
and increasing of speed, the differences between elements that gen-
erates a productive friction. In terms of the wider doctrine of accel-
eration this necessity of friction, as irritant and interruption, also 
troubles the smooth acceleration figured in the liquid that is the pre-
ferred metaphysics of accelerationism.

This friction is often most effective in being embedded 
within a logic of acceleration. In the case of techno attempts to turn 
towards an industrial or dark techno, which would highlight feelings 
of horror or anxiety, are noticeably less effective than the original 
techno forms. A track like Blawan’s ‘Why They Hide Their Bodies 
under My Garage?’ (2012), is suitably unpleasant, as its title sample 
implies. The difficulty here is that friction is brought forward into a 
deliberately irritant function, and so the tension is slackened. In the 
case of Detroit techno the friction emerged from the tension of the 
utopian and futurist impulses with the moments of deceleration or 
anxiety. Of course, as Andrew Lison (2012: 139) notes, nostalgia is a 
risk in considering dance music and another way to refuse to accede 
to a future. To laud the past is to occlude the sense of possibility as 
the inception of a form and to ignore the continuing possibilities of 
experimentation.

Lison’s alternative of a ‘positive’ new in forms of micro-
house – a minimal and experimental form of techno – is suggestive, 
but risks offering another version of acceleration (Lison 2012: 138). 
Friction is again dissolved, in Lison’s account, by a linear temporality 
of future invention that tries to overcome the danger of melancho-
lia by refusing to mourn. Again we are called to embrace the future. 
Instead, I want to suggest that friction remains as the condition of 
acceleration and the new. An attention to the disruptive and the 
troubling, in both past and present forms, is essential to avoid the 
flattening that accelerationism risks. This might not be so ‘joyful’ or, 
for that matter, youthful, it suggests something of a ‘complex space 
of navigation’ that the very signifier ‘accelerationism’ forecloses. 

A critical reading of moments of ‘acceleration’ makes possi-
ble a thinking of future possibilities that is not simply anchored to 
the recovery of acceleration. What I have stressed throughout is how 
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the tensions or friction which conditions acceleration also attests 
to a mediation of social and political friction. Therefore a passage 
through this friction is not simply to insist on deceleration, which 
is to remain within the frame of accelerationism as its negative 
moment, but to offer new possibilities of reworking and reinvention. 
This is not to suggest a shining new future, the final return to youth 
or acceleration, but rather the difficult birth of the future as itself a 
moment of friction.

•
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In the past decade, the wobbly bass and gritty synthesizer flourishes 
of dubstep have become the dominant musical gestures in both elec-
tronic dance music (EDM) and popular music communities around 
the world. From the ‘underground’ clubs of South London to the big 
screens of Hollywood film and video games, the maximalist aesthet-
ics and glistening timbres of contemporary EDM have shaped the 
soundscape of popular culture into a multi-billion dollar industry. 
Yet, amidst its global rise it is easy to lose sight of the music’s gene-
alogy, becoming overwhelmed by an ahistorical picture of the scene. 
Developing a history of such a young genre of popular music is dif-
ficult, as claims of historical ‘authenticity’ arise from such dispa-
rate sources. Where did the music come from? How did it get to the 
point of selling out arena-sized venues, and becoming the primary 
soundtrack of the global entertainment industry? Answering these 
basic questions reveals a complex and interconnected story of sub-
cultural evolution and social conflict in which sound becomes the 
prime mediator of a transnational sonic identity. 

In this paper, I analyze the ways in which British Dubstep 
shapes and is shaped by both American hip-hop and Jamaican dance-
hall, ultimately positing the ‘hip-hop nation’ as a transnational 
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entity that is constantly creating and crossing ideological and stylis-
tic boundaries. I begin by arguing for a ‘transnational turn’ for hip-
hop studies, in which dialogue between local hip-hop communities 
is foregrounded over (specifically American) archetypes or models. 
The second section of the paper utilizes Julian Henriques’ notions 
of ‘bass/base’ cultures as well as Arjun Appadurai’s description of 
the ‘production of locality’ to describe the process by which British 
Dubstep artists and audiences assert local identities within a global 
framework. The following section then problematizes the notion of 
a local origin myth, as I discuss the ways in which competing ideas 
of dubstep between the United States and England reflect ongoing 
processes of larger identity construction within the ‘hip-hop nation’. 
As my analyses demonstrate, the concept of a broader ‘nation’ still 
holds weight among hip-hop and electronic dance music artists and 
audiences, many of whom place primary value on perceptions of 
‘authenticity’ embedded in social, sonic, and geographic identities. 

What is the ‘hip-hop nation’?

In the fall of 2000, the Brooklyn Museum of Art hosted an exhibit 
titled ‘Hip-Hop Nation: Roots, Rhymes and Rage’, featuring every-
thing from the diary of Tupac Shakur to Snoop Dogg’s sunglasses. 
As a monument to the social, political, and economic success of hip-
hop culture, the exhibit reified stylistic trends of music, fashion, and 
art as distinctly American; a nationalist strategy furthered by locat-
ing itself in the perceived birthplace of the genre. Yet, less than a 
year later Wesleyan University Press published the essay collection 
Global Noise: Rap and Hip-Hop Outside the USA, thus begging the 
question: where exactly is the hip-hop nation? 

Discussion of an overarching ‘nation’ among hip-hop circles 
is certainly nothing new. From the perspective of many early ‘con-
scious’ rap artists, assertions of a united ‘hip-hop nation’ artistically 
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paralleled concurrent Black Nationalist movements.1 In both sonic 
and rhetorical force, Brother D’s ‘How We Gonna Make the Black 
Nation Rise?’ became one of the earliest iterations of this stance, 
influencing the ‘Fight the Power’ stance of Public Enemy and other 
early ‘90s acts, while sonically allying ‘Blackness’ with hip-hop 
culture.2 Other artists took a more ‘universal’ approach, as is the 
case with Afrika Bambaataa’s ‘Planet Rock’. In his conception of 
the ‘Zulu Nation’, Bambaataa expressed an Afro-Futurist vision of 
a globally united hip-hop ‘nation’, rooted in Pan-Africanism while 
comprised of a universally diverse citizenship.3 Recent notable ‘con-
scious’ hip-hop acts such as Mos Def, Talib Kweli, and Common have 
all expressed variations on the trope of hip-hop culture as a sonic 
expression of African-American identity, further linking the ‘hip-
hop nation’ with a broad notion of Black Nationalism.4

While musicians have typically utilized the idea of the 
‘nation’ as a politically subversive signifier of sociocultural alterity, 
more ‘official’ nationalisms such as museums and national publica-
tions have strategically allied hip-hop culture to a turn of the century 
‘Americanness’ in which international hip-hop cultures have been 
either ignored, or seen as mere iterations of an American model. A 
primary example of this ‘Americanization’ can be seen in the 1999 
Time cover story, ‘Hip-Hop Nation’, in which hip-hop culture is per-
ceived to be a primary mover in American economic neo-imperial-
ism, “perhaps the only art form that celebrates capitalism openly” 
(Farley 1999). Indeed, ‘real’ hip-hop is here seen to be an exclusively 
American natural resource, as “major labels have relied on smaller, 
closer-to-the-street labels to help them find fresh rap talent” (ibid., 
emphasis added). Ignoring the global spread of the culture, the 

1 See Cheney 2005.

2 See Keyes 2004 and Rose 1994.

3 This specifi c cultural and aesthetic is portrayed well in David Toop, Rap 
Attack 2: African Rap to Global Hip-Hop. 2nd ed. New York: Serpent’s Tail, 1991.

4 Check out Mos Def’s Black on Both Sides (2002), considered a seminal 
recording in the ‘conscious’ hip-hop movement.
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article ultimately posits the ‘hip-hop nation’ as being socially, cul-
turally, racially, and geographically rooted in African-American soil 
(or more directly, the American economy). 

A year after the publication of the Time feature, the Brooklyn 
Museum of Art offered yet another celebration of the ‘Americanness’ 
of the hip-hop ‘nation’ with its feature exhibition, ‘Hip-Hop Nation: 
Roots, Rhymes, and Rage’. As a sort of material history of hip-hop 
culture, the exhibit puts on display everything from Queen Latifah’s 
diary to Tupac Shakur’s composition notebook and Snoop Dogg’s 
sunglasses. A single room is dedicated entirely to a nostalgic remem-
brance and symbolic reification of ‘The Golden Era’, as video clips 
of Chuck D discussing the ‘old school’ mix and mingle with images 
and paraphernalia meant to evoke how it was ‘back in the day’. As 
Scott R. Heath (2006: 863) notes in ‘True Heads: Historicizing the 
Hip-Hop ‘Nation’ in Context’, “double important is that we allow 
for a certain fluidity in our definitions of hip-hop culture, where so 
often our attempts at specificity result in a rather unhealthy con-
finement… the content and themes of the Hip-Hop Nation exhibit 
at the BMA are overwhelmingly American and predominantly East 
Coast-oriented”. While I do not condemn either the Time feature or 
the BMA exhibit for celebrating the culture as a significant sociocul-
tural movement, I would agree with Heath in that these monolithic 
assertions of the ‘hip-hop nation’ too often ignore transnational 
flows between local musical communities that end up shaping the 
identity of the ‘nation’ as a whole. 

Unfortunately, much of the scholarship on global hip-hop 
culture seems to buy into the notion of American hip-hop as a model 
in which direct influence is imposed onto the local community, if not 
completely neglecting the transnational flow that occurs between 
various international hip-hop communities. In the introduction to 
Global Noise: Rap and Hip-Hop Outside the USA, editor Tony Mitchell 
celebrates global hip-hop culture for precisely the fact that those 
international communities have somehow stylistically transcended 
the American archetype, as he writes, “for a sense of innovation, 
surprise, and musical substance in hip-hop culture and rap music, 
it is becoming increasingly necessary to look outside the USA to 
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countries such as France, England, Germany, Italy, and Japan, where 
strong local currents of hip-hop indigenization have taken place” 
(Mitchell 2002: 3, emphasis added). It is not surprising for Global 
Noise to want to respond to the homogenous, ‘Americanist’ portray-
als of the hip-hop nation as seen through the lens of Time and the 
BMA exhibit, but in positing global hip-hop as precisely that which 
exists ‘outside the USA’ – as its title suggests – Mitchell deliberately 
ignores the transnational influence between international communi-
ties that is constantly defining and redefining the boundaries of the 
‘hip-hop nation’. 

While Global Noise represents a certain exclusionist strand 
of global studies of hip-hop culture, in which the American influ-
ence is ignored, recent discussions of transnational hip-hop have 
presented the opposite situation, in which the American ‘model’ 
is directly imposed onto the international community in an act of 
cultural imitation. In either case, a discussion of the reciprocal, 
transnational influence is avoided. In ‘Fear of a Black Nation: Local 
Rappers, Transnational Crossings, and State Power in Contempo-
rary Cuba’, Sujatha Fernandes describes the relationship between 
Cuban and North American rap as one of direct transmission, stat-
ing that “North American rap music is the original source of Cuban 
rap music” (2003: 580). While she describes her project as being 
concerned with global ‘flows’, her primary thesis describes a process 
of univocal transmission from the United States to Cuba: “Here I 
explore the conditions that have given rise to the ‘rapper’ as a social 
category and I identify the ways in which Cuban rap musicians 
interpret and recontextualize categories of ‘underground’ and ‘com-
mercial’ that derive from the context of American hip-hop” (ibid.: 578, 
emphasis added). Cultural interpretation is certainly a key process in 
the negotiation of a transnational style, but it does not truly become 
transnational until the interpretation exists in a reciprocal relation-
ship. A crucial moment in the creation of a transnational network is 
not at the moment of stylistic ‘derivation’, but rather the moment in 
which the very notion of a ‘source’ becomes blurred amongst the web 
of back-and-forth and in-between cultural flows.
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What is needed in hip-hop studies, then, is a radical ‘trans-
national turn’ similar to that which has occurred in American studies 
(Fishkin 2005); a self-reflexive shift in perspective in which attention 
becomes focused on both local and global sites of cultural interac-
tion. As Shelley Fishkin (ibid.: 21) writes in ‘Crossroads of Cultures: 
The Transnational Turn in American Studies’, “the complexity of our 
field of study as we understand it today requires that we pay as much 
attention to the ways in which ideas, people, culture, and capital 
have circulated and continue to circulate physically, and virtually, 
throughout the world, both in ways we might expect, and unpre-
dictably… It requires that we see the inside and outside, domestic 
and foreign, national and international, as interpenetrating.” In her 
article ‘Defining Transnationalism’, Patricia Clavin (2005: 438–439) 
describes this transnational network: 

… Not as an enmeshed or bound network, but rather as a 
honeycomb, a structure which sustains and gives shapes to 
the identities of nation-states, institutions and particular 
social and geographic space. It contains hollowed-out 
spaces where institutions, individuals and ideas wither 
away to be replaced by new organizations, groups and 
innovations. For a transnational community to survive, 
its boundaries must remain open, porous, revisable and 
interactive. 

In this context, the ‘hip-hop nation’ becomes a much more appli-
cable concept, as it can be seen to embody a process in which local 
hip-hop identities become sites of contestation and negotiation, 
exerting an influence on various international communities just as 
these international communities exert an influence on the local. The 
production of the ‘hip-hop nation’ is thus never a product, but a pro-
cess that constantly escapes previous conceptions of national deter-
mination. As Clavin (ibid.: 429) writes, “transnationalism enables 
history to break free from the nationally determined timescales 
that dominate the historiographical landscape”. Focusing on trans-
national networks of influence thus offers hip-hop studies a method 
of expanding its own American-based historiography to include 
influences from both international communities as well as various 
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genre categories that are constantly shaping, and being shaped by, 
American hip-hop. The current concerns regarding the emergence 
of Dubstep within hip-hop and electronic dance music culture in the 
United States and England provide a fruitful case in point.

The transnational network

Transnationalism works through both local and nonlocal networks. 
From this perspective, the United States may be viewed as a local 
site of transnational interaction rather than a strictly hegemonic, 
monolithic force. As Fishkin writes (2005: 43), “the United States is 
and has always been a transnational crossroads of cultures. And that 
crossroads of cultures that we refer to as ‘American culture’ has itself 
generated a host of other crossroads of cultures as it has crossed bor-
ders”. One of the most significant local sites of interaction for the 
present discussion exists between the United States and Jamaica; 
an interaction which emerged in a specific geographic location at a 
specific historical time, summarized by Jason Toynbee (Toynbee et 
al. 2011: 9): 

In the 1950s the main form of musical entertainment 
for working-class people in Kingston, Jamaica was the 
weekend dance, where records were played over ‘sound 
systems’. The repertoire was mixed, but the predominant 
style was African-American ‘jump’ rhythm and blues. 
Records were bought in the USA and brought over to 
Jamaica by either the sound system operators or scouts 
who worked for them. Towards the end of the decade the 
style preferred by Kingstonians, in which there was a 
walking bass-line and an accented off-beat falling on the 
‘ands’ of the beat in 4/4 time, stopped being produced in 
the USA. So sound system operators began to hire local 
musicians and singers to recreate the sound of jump blues 
in the two recording studies that were now operating 
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in the city… The walking bass-line quickly disappeared 
now, while the off-beat was voiced by more and more 
instruments including horns, piano, guitar and harmonica, 
leaving the drummer to pick up the backbeat on the snare 
on beats 2 and 4 – a trope that had been imported from 
rock ‘n’ roll. 

The flow of musical recordings from the U.S. to Jamaica during 
this time represents a transitional moment in which a local site of 
interaction (Kingston, Jamaica) is created, eventually becoming a 
springboard for a larger transnational culture (Reggae music). Con-
sequently, as Michael Veal has documented in Dub: Soundscapes & 
Shattered Songs in Jamaican Reggae, the advent of the digital era in 
Jamaican music expanded these transnational networks to not only 
the United States, but the United Kingdom as well. In this way, Brit-
ish Dubstep – an emerging electronic dance music genre containing 
stylistic elements from American hip-hop, Jamaican Dub, and Brit-
ish rave culture – becomes a local site of interaction in the transna-
tional ‘hip-hop nation’, in this case networking between the United 
States, Jamaica, and the United Kingdom. 

As a key theoretical framework in understanding the con-
nection between the local site of interaction and the global spread 
of sociocultural style in the transnational network, I use Julian Hen-
riques’ idea of ‘bass’ and ‘base’ culture in his recent study of Jamai-
can dancehall, Sonic Bodies: Reggae Sound Systems, Performance 
Techniques, and Ways of Knowing. For the sake of my argument, I am 
extending this notion to describe not only dancehall, but hip-hop 
and electronic dance music as well. On a fundamental level, ‘bass 
cultures’ are structured sonically, as Henriques (2011: 13) writes, “it 
is the high volume, low frequencies – rather than mid or top – and 
distinctive rhythmic patterning that make Reggae’s auditory vibra-
tions memorable, quickly becoming culturally laden”. ‘Bass’ is thus, 
on one hand, an inherently local and spatially specific phenomenon. 
Low frequency acoustic waveforms can only materialize by spread-
ing through a sonic medium that is ‘massive’ enough to contain its 
timbral ‘weight’. Thus, as Henriques notes, subwoofers are often 
constructed using extensive amounts of plywood through which the 
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bass can fully translate from an electromagnetic signal to a physical 
waveform that exists as matter in space. Indeed, this physical, local 
medium is what makes sound sound. 

Yet, in the moment of its sounding, bass translates from a 
strictly sonic to a social force. As Henriques writes (2011: 14), “these 
powerful low frequencies resonate with embodied movement and 
furthermore bleed into the cultural spectrum to become a carrier 
frequency… This makes a phonetic connection between bass fre-
quency and base matter, as the corporeal embodiment of the crowd”. 
In this way, ‘bass’ cultures are simultaneously ‘base’ cultures, in that 
they are geographically situated in local cultures, communities, or 
‘bases’. ‘Bass/base’ cultures thus constantly mediate between a local 
‘base’ in which specific communities assert regional identities, and 
a simultaneously local (source of sounding) and nonlocal (sounding 
from a source) ‘bass’ frequency through which those identities spread 
outward from their source, materializing in other (non)local bodies. 
In this way, musical cultures from hip-hop to dancehall to dubstep 
are constantly being shaped by local communities while simultane-
ously shaping nonlocal communities in their interactions with the 
transnational network. 

As an amalgamation of American and British hip-hop, Jamai-
can and American Dub, British and Jamaican 2-Step, and countless 
subgenres, the genealogy of British dubstep stands as a prime exam-
ple of these transnational encounters. The basic etymology of ‘dub-
step’ comes from a combination of Jamaican Dub and British 2-step 
garage. From Dub, there is the stylistic emphasis on digital signal 
processing effects such as delay and echo, whereas 2-step offers a 
primarily rhythmic influence, most recognizable as a standardized 
response to the ‘four-on-the-floor’ style of house music (Fig. 1). 

Of course, the two genres of Dub and 2-step cannot solely 
account for the wide range of stylistic and generic crossings that have 
taken (and are currently taking) place in the formation of ‘dubstep’. 
There is the prototypical ‘wobble’ bass of dubstep that emerged from 
British grime (itself a hybrid form of UK garage, Jamaican dancehall, 
and American hip-hop), the structural likeness to drum ‘n’ bass and 
hip-hop (most noticeable in the half-time emphasis on the back beat 
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as well as the use of ‘bass drops’), and the formal similarities to min-
imal techno (in the emphasis on gradual development). 

Indeed, the list of transnational connections can go on in an 
almost infinitely reciprocal relationship.5 What is most interesting 
about these transnational encounters is not necessarily the wide 
range of connections constantly being made between styles and 
genres, but the extent to which the local and regional identity main-
tains its ties to specific geographies and localities in light of poten-
tially homogenizing forces of globalization. As Arjun Appadurai 
(1996: 17) writes, “globalization is itself a deeply historical, uneven, 
and even localizing process… If the genealogy of cultural forms is 
about their circulation across regions, the history of these forms is 
about their ongoing domestication into local practice”. This quote 
not only provides a working definition for cultural exchange in the 
transnational process, it also highlights what Toynbee (Toynbee et 
al. 2011: 10) describes as “the immense significance of geography – of 

5 In ‘How Music Travels – The Evolution of Western Dance Music’, Osman 
Khan presents an interactive map that geographically and temporally 
locates these points of transnational interaction in global electronic dance 
music cultures http://www.thomson.co.uk/blog/2011/10/how-music-travels-
infographic/#.Trh8XlYu73J.

Figure 1: Rhythmic skeletons of British EDM styles, from House 
to Dubstep.
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networks, staging posts and conduits – for migrating music”. In the 
context of transnationalism, Clavin (2005: 431) sees economic and 
politically subversive potential in these networks, defining the sig-
nificance of regional organizations and identities as “transnational 
forces that can work against globalization”. In this context, nation-
alist strategies can be used as a means of pinpointing a local site of 
cultural contestation within the transnational network. British Dub-
step artists have created this site through the rhetorical construc-
tion of an origin myth.

Historicizing dubstep

Who has not known, at this moment, the surge of an 
overwhelming nostalgia for lost origins, for ‘times past’? 
And yet, this ‘return to the beginning’ is like the imaginary 
in Lacan – it can neither be fulfilled nor requited, and 
hence is the beginning of the symbolic, of representation, 
the infinitely renewable source of desire, memory, myth, 
search, discovery – in short, the reservoir of our cinematic 
narratives. (Hall 2011: 226)

The ‘hip-hop nation’ engages in what Murray Forman (2002: xviii), 
communication studies and hip-hop scholar, calls a “place-based 
concept of ‘the real’”. For members of this nation, authentic iden-
tities are those that exist on the social and physical margins of the 
‘official’ nation, in a pre-global state in which it is still possible for 
ownership to be claimed over a specific physical space (or as Forman 
(ibid.: 8) writes, “the ‘claiming’ of space that makes existence, no 
matter how bleak or brutal, something worth fighting for”). This is 
why the community invokes the origin myth: The South Bronx as the 
birthplace of hip-hop, South Central LA as the birthplace of gangsta 
rap, Croydon as the birthplace of dubstep. These local, post-industrial 
spaces left behind by the wave of global ‘progress’ become historical 
sites from which regional identities emerge as living monuments to 
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an imaginary, pre-globalized past. ‘Realness’ acts to literally ground 
the nation, positioning local citizens in the world of discourse, as 
Hall (2011: 36) writes, “discourse is always placed. So the moment 
of the rediscovery of a place, a past, of one’s roots, of one’s context, 
seems to me a necessary moment of enunciation. I do not think the 
margins could speak up without first grounding themselves some-
where”. The origin myth assures the immortality of the nation by 
physically securing it to a local space, simultaneously ensuring the 
reciprocal relationship between the local and the global. 

For British Dubstep artists and audiences, the bleak, alien-
ating South London suburb of Croydon was the perfect geograph-
ical frame from which the music could emerge. Derek Walmsley 
(2009: 92) has described the sound as “a brooding journey through 
South London urban dread”. As Sharon O’Connell (2006) notes, “it’s 
obvious dubstep comes from London because it has that mutant, 
urban explosion of ideas with a sense of complete alienation at its 
core”. For Michael Wilson (2006), this alienation emphasizes the 
marginal space of Croydon as one of London’s ‘dead spaces’: “dub-
step is an oddly contemplative aural response to city life, in which 
the urban environment’s dead spaces are alternately constructed 
as womblike refuges for solitary contemplation and liminal zones 
haunted by a nameless unease”. Emphasizing the negative affect of 
alienation allows the listener to physical embody the raw, visceral 
feeling of Croydon through the music, in the process of sonic dom-
inance that Julian Henriques describes in his model of ‘bass/base’ 
cultures.

Furthermore, this process highlights what Appadurai (1996: 
180–181) calls the “spatiotemporal production of locality… the pro-
duction of locality as a structure of feeling”. As an affective ‘struc-
ture of feeling’, the alienation trope helps to simultaneously ground 
British Dubstep in the physical place of Croydon, while finding sonic 
embodiment in the space of the recorded mix. In Bassweight – a 
2010 documentary of the scene featuring BBC radio DJ Mary Anne 
Hobbs as well as artists such as Skream, Benga, and Kode 9 – the 
musical community is seen and heard to literally emerge from the 
bleak streets of South London. The film opens with short, quickly 
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fragmenting stop-frame sequences depicting dark, disaffected cor-
ners of the South London suburb including barbed wire fences at the 
edges of an industrial park and the architectural frame of a subway 
station whose final stop lies just before Croydon. As a review of the 
film by The Fader magazine notes, “the film quality is an analogue to 
dubstep – grainy, elusive, dark.”6 Clearly positioned at the margins of 
the city, the viewer is offered fleeting glimpses of the South London 
‘underground’, a material and sociocultural space under a constantly 
perceived threat from ‘mainstream’ presence. As an inherently local-
ized ‘structure of feeling’, the graininess through which we view the 
film provides a technostalgic attempt at preserving the physical 
space of the local, while simultaneously extending its presence out-
ward to the global viewer. 

A dark, ephemeral sonic backdrop parallels the imperma-
nence of the visual imagery, as the film further attempts to fuse the 
geographic place of Croydon with the sonic space of dubstep. Over the 
background of a low frequency hum reminiscent of a distant subway 
train, short string tremolos and airy synthesizer tones crescendo to a 
climax only to be abruptly cut off, juxtaposed with fragmented vinyl 
sounds and other momentary noises – closed doors, clanging metal, 
the shutter of security cameras – taken from the suburban archi-
tectural and economic space. As the film provides the soundtrack 
to our audio-visual tour of Croydon, we are gradually taken out of 
the street and into the club. Black and white, chopped up images of 
dancing crowds and turntable DJs are introduced alongside the first 
moments of digital delay – a technique made prominent by Jamai-
can ‘dub’ DJs, and from which the ‘dub’ of dubstep originates – shat-
tering the ambient soundscape of the city as a sparse, minor-based 
riff endlessly echoes into the sonic mix. A high frequency rhythmic 
backdrop emerges gradually out of these echoes, starting sparse, but 
building in intensity with the visual imagery. Audio-visual space 
emerges literally from the ground up, as light, fleeting echoes come 
across as sonic reflections of the bleak, alienating Croydon streets.

6 The Fader, http://www.bassweightdvd.com/ (18.11.2011).
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‘Space’ is crucial here; sound as spatial memory, physical 
space as material sounding. The origin myth of dubstep is perpet-
uated as the sonic space of the genre is formed from the shattered, 
incomplete place of a marginal South London suburb. Wobbling bass 
lines oscillate between multiple frequencies along the entire audio 
spectrum, while extended digital delay allows sound to echo into 
the microrhythmic margins of the sonic mix. Sparse rhythmic ideas 
initially inhabit the weakest, most structurally marginal spaces of 
the metrical framework, eventually solidifying as polyrhythmic sky-
scrapers, taking up rhythmic and timbral space on both a vertical 
(deep) and horizontal (wide) plane. The stereo mix is constantly 
foregrounded as musical ideas quickly dart to the most extreme 
peripheries of the left and right sound field, occupying a horizontal 
breadth that parallels the vertical depth exemplified by the full fre-
quency spectrum. The idea of ‘Bassweight’ emphasizes the ground-
ing force of the low end, while highlighting the materiality of sonic 
space as a literal echo of the physical place of dubstep’s origins; a 
technique furthered by the description of dubstep’s sonic space as 
well as its social audience as ‘massive’.7 Utilizing the origin myth, 
dubstep artists are able to posit both physical and sonic space as that 
which can be locally created, inhabited, and preserved.

In terms of the transnational network discussed earlier – 
Jamaica, England, The United States – the particular ‘production 
of locality’ revealed by British Dubstep can be seen to be simulta-
neously physically localized (Croydon, South London) and socio-
culturally global (the ‘hip-hop nation’ as a whole). As Appadurai 
notes, “the way in which neighborhoods are produced and repro-
duced requires the continuous construction, both practical and 
discursive, of an ethnoscape (necessarily nonlocal) against which 
local practices and projects are imagined to take place” (1996: 184). 
Appadurai’s notion of ‘continuous construction’ is helpful primarily 
in that it recognizes reciprocal relationships between the local and 
the global, contradicting the ontological claims of the origin myth 

7 As Henriques notes, this rhetoric of sonic and social space as ‘massive’ is also 
utilized by Jamaican dancehall crews. 
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while recognizing how it functions within the construction of the 
nation. The ‘Croydon Sound’ is thus sonically and ideologically con-
structed as a local microcosm of the larger ethnoscape of the ‘hip-
hop nation’, a global unit that shapes and is shaped by constantly 
emerging local iterations.

Indeed, the explicitly nationalist (in the sense of the ‘hip-
hop nation’) portrayal of British Dubstep in the Bassweight docu-
mentary would make little sense without the larger transnational 
network of local sites – Kingston (Jamaica), South Bronx (New York), 
London (England) – as this transnational network is always already 
at work in the construction of these highly localized sites of nego-
tiation. Without conceptualizing the local space within the larger 
transnational space of the ‘hip-hop nation’, the ‘production of local-
ity’ would hold little cultural and historical meaning. As Appadurai 
writes, “The capability of neighborhoods to produce contexts (within 
which their very localizing activities acquire meaning and histori-
cal potential) and to produce local subjects is profoundly affected 
by the locality-producing capabilities of larger-scale formations 
(nation-states, kingdoms, missionary empires, and trading cartels) 
to determine the general shape of all the neighborhoods within the 
reach of their powers” (ibid.: 187). Without the large-scale formation 
of the ‘hip-hop nation’ local formations would remain localized, yet 
it is precisely the position of British Dubstep as a local site within a 
transnational network that allows transnational dialogue to occur. 
With the global spread of dubstep, this dialogue emerges in the form 
of authenticity debates between American and British artists and 
audiences. 

Dubstep wars

The story of repulsion, rather than attraction, is so far 
an underplayed aspect of the history of transnational 
networks. (Clavin 2005: 424)
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Throughout the earlier part of the decade, it was relatively easy to 
trace the historical evolution and cultural spread of dubstep. Fur-
thermore, the Jamaican dub reggae influence on the music was clear 
to many early listeners of the style. However, in 2009 dubstep left 
its perceived birthplace in South London to inhabit the pop charts 
of ‘mainstream’ America, thus sparking a transnational debate that 
continues to this day. With the release of Snoop Dogg’s ‘Snoop Dogg 
Millionaire’ – a track in which Snoop Dogg raps over ‘Eastern Jam’, 
a track by British producers Chase & Status – Kosta Elcher of The 
Independent praised the track as “a massive step forward for dubstep 
and for British music. We have a lot of good underground producers 
on our own doorstep who are often overlooked in favour of people 
like Mark Ronson and this is a step towards changing that”. (2009) 
For Elcher, the global flow of dubstep offers a somewhat hypocriti-
cal opportunity for the local ‘underground’ to replace current ‘main-
stream’ artists such as Mark Ronson. Other journalists took a more 
conservative stance to the release, viewing American attempts at 
dubstep as mere appropriations that end up turning the genre into 
‘something else’. As Hannah Lederer Alton (also of The Independent) 
writes in response to Kelcher:

I understand why when Americans hear dubstep they 
want to get involved. But it feels like they are just jumping 
on the bandwagon. They want a piece of it but aren’t 
really contributing anything worthwhile to the sound. US 
rappers like Snoop, Busta Rhymes and Xzibit are just too 
big for the British Dubstep scene as it stands right now. It 
feels like we will end up being crushed under their might 
and morphed into something else so we’ll never get that 
gritty, original British sound back. (Alton 2009, emphasis 
added)

Evoking the physical and sonic space of the ‘gritty, original British 
sound’ of Croydon, Alton utilizes the origin myth as a ‘grounded’, 
localized argument against the global spread of what has always 
been a transnational culture. 
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More recently, British dubstep artist James Blake has argued 
against American dubstep in masculinist terms, critiquing the 
‘macho’ sound as a ‘direct misrepresentation’ of the British ‘original’: 

I think dubstep that has come over to the US, and certain 
producers – who I can’t even be bothered naming – have 
definitely hit upon a sort of frat-boy market where there’s 
this macho-ism being reflected in the sounds and the way 
the music makes you feel. And to me, that is a million miles 
away from where dubstep started. It’s a million miles 
away from the ethos of it. It’s been influenced so much by 
electro and rave, into who can make the dirtiest, filthiest 
bass sound, almost like a pissing competition, and that’s 
not really necessary. And I just think that largely that is 
not going to appeal to women. I find that whole side of 
things to be pretty frustrating, because that is a direct 
misrepresentation of the sound as far as I’m concerned. 
(Pelly 2011)

Upon the release of his 2011 EP, Enough Thunder, Blake extended this 
critique to the ‘aggressive and annoying melodic basslines’ that char-
acterize American dubstep, as he notes in a recent Pitchfork review:

Those melodic basslines are insultingly simple and 
aggressive and annoying. That is now a valid genre, but it 
certainly isn’t dubstep. It’s turned into something else. 
That’s cool, I’m happy about it. I’m not like, ‘As soon as it 
became mainstream it became rubbish, or whatever.’ It’s 
just something different now. (Dombal 2011, emphasis 
added)

For both Blake and Alton, clear attempts are made to transcend the 
‘authenticity’ debate all together, arguing less for American dubstep 
as a watered-down imitation of the ‘original’ British style, and more 
for the American style as ‘something else’ entirely. In essentially 
arguing for the invincibility of British dubstep – as a style that is 
above influence, unable to be ‘corrupted’ or ‘copied’ by a global com-
munity – artists and audiences are able to solidify the origin myth as 
a simultaneously physically localized and eternally reified national 
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style. The ‘Croydon Sound’ thus becomes a frozen monument, not 
necessarily dead, as it is eternally embalmed as a “national” style 
within the transnational network.

While my evocation of ‘death’ metaphors may seem to buy 
into the notion of the origin myth – in the sense that American dub-
step acts as a force of decay on the British ‘original’ – they are rather 
used to emphasize the transnational process of exchange as one of 
negotiation and constant reciprocal influence. Throughout the his-
tory of hip-hop, ‘death’ has been evoked as a way of dealing with 
constant cultural change, by highlighting the ephemeral nature of 
the culture as fleeting experiences, immortalized upon the moment 
of finality through the workings of collective memory.8 As the most 
recent transitional moment in the history of hip-hop, dubstep rep-
resents that moment of the metaphorical “death” of a constantly 
fragmenting culture. 

Anxieties surrounding ‘authenticity’ are thus expressions 
of self-negation, a reflexive moment in which a prior identity is 
‘killed’ to make space for self-renewal. ‘Mainstream’ culture allows 
this self-negation to materialize. Thus with the release of Britney 
Spears’ dubstep-influenced 2009 single ‘Hold It Against Me’, an 
MTV reviewer writes, “some wonder whether she has hammered a 
nail into dubstep’s coffin” (Bhansali 2011). In ‘The Death of Dubstep’, 
Mark Doogan (2011) details this process of self-negation: “No it’s not 
dead, it’s just dead in the states. In the states, people go to dubstep 
raves and people die. Here, people come to party and be proud of the 
sound we gave the world. It’s just unfortunate the Americans have 
butchered it just like everything else they get their hands on.” The 
‘death’ of which Doogan speaks is, of course, not a literal death, but 
rather a moment in which a prior identity fragments upon its expo-
sure to the ‘new’. 

8 From Kool DJ E.Q.’s ‘Death of Hip-Hop’ (1995), to Nas’ Hip-Hop is Dead 
(2006) LP, this has been a common trope among perceived ‘insiders’. This 
debate became public particularly after the release of Nas’ LP, gaining 
mainstream attention with Sasha Frere-Jones’ controversial article ‘Wrapping 
Up: A Genre Ages Out’ (2009). 
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Paraphrasing Robin Wagner-Pacifici, Murray Foreman has 
described this ‘incompleteness’ of hip-hop culture as that which 
allows for localized formations as well as debates between these 
localities as ‘discursive formations’. As he writes, “the practical 
acknowledgement of the incompleteness, the partiality of a given 
discursive formation forms the grounds for a progressive hybridity 
that is capable of producing discursive flexibility to move back and 
forth across several discursive formations” (Forman 2002: 10). The 
assertion of a specific, British ‘origin’ of dubstep is thus essentially 
an assertion of ontological partiality that allows for a ‘progressive 
hybridity’ and stylistic flexibility. Indeed, historicization through 
the origin myth attempts to cancel prior stylistic influences – his-
toricization as erasure, British Dubstep as ‘originary’ itself, outside 
of influence. Homi Bhabha’s notion of the ‘third space’ – used to 
describe the ‘hybrid’ nature of modern identity construction as a 
result of a disjunction in the experience of history – reinforces this 
sense of cultural incompleteness. In a 1990 interview, Bhabha ques-
tions the idea of an ‘original’ by displacing a fixed ‘essence’ with a 
constantly emerging ‘difference’: “the ‘original’ is never finished or 
complete in itself. The ‘originary’ is always open to translation so 
that it can never be said to have a totalized prior moment of being 
or meaning – an essence… through that displacement or liminality 
opens up the possibility of articulating different, even incommensu-
rable cultural practices and priorities.” (Bhabha 1990: 210–211) 

As a discursive formation, the debates of ‘realness’ and 
‘authenticity’ in hip-hop culture (most recently materialized in 
the dubstep wars) thus reflect the ‘hip-hop nation’ as a constantly 
changing entity, bound up in a transnational web of influence. 
The liminal space of the local (in this case, Croydon) is asserted as 
‘authentic’ primarily as a springboard for an articulation of cultural 
difference through what Slavoj Žižek describes as the ‘empty space 
of negotiation’: “this place from which we can denounce ideology 
must remain empty, it cannot be occupied by any positively deter-
mined reality – the moment we yield to this temptation, we are back 
in ideology” (Middleton 2006: 232). 
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The temptation in recent scholarship on music and nation-
alism is to throw out the idea of the ‘nation’ as a single, homoge-
neous entity. Heath has argued this most vehemently in the context 
of hip-hop nationalism:

Hip-Hop might be, at this point, better understood 
as a site of convergence of many highly variegated 
communities, and its history, a text being written from 
an array of difference perspectives and conceptual 
localities. Particularly in the last few years, more hip-hop 
practitioners have shown tendencies toward a conscious 
cosmopolitanism, redefining the potential readership to 
acknowledge hip-hop’s multigenerational, multinational, 
multilingual character… As a discursive project, hip-hop 
facilitates a perpetual liminality in which and by which 
the boundaries of community and of cultural history are 
continuously stipulated and redefined. And the time for 
speaking of a single, homogeneous hip-hop nation may 
have passed. (Heath 2006: 863–864, emphasis added)

Yet, as I have argued throughout this paper, the ‘hip-hop nation’ as 
a heterogeneous, culturally different entity functions precisely by 
utilizing those homogenizing strategies of nationalism – historici-
zation, the origin myth, authenticity tropes. What Heath describes 
as ‘conscious cosmopolitanism’ is too often reduced to an apoliti-
cal, ahistorical celebration of cultural difference as indeed ‘Other’ 
from an ideologically constructed center. In recognizing the more 
complex nationalist strategies of repulsion, rather than attraction, a 
transnationalist vision of the ‘hip-hop nation’ allows us to preserve 
cultural difference as highly localized, without ignoring the homo-
geneous structuring of the global framework.

•
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Introduction

‘I wanna be anarchy’ shouts Johnny Rotten, the singer of the Sex Pis-
tols, in ‘Anarchy in the UK’. And then adds ‘in the city’. The reference 
to the city, although not being the central message of the song, is, 
however, still rather symptomatic. Urban identity of punk as well as 
other subcultures and ‘spectacular’ youth associations emerged in 
the second half of the 20th century does not seem to be questioned 
(Maffesoli 1996: 25; Etter 1999). Indeed, punk was born in big cities. 
Urban atmosphere is widely reflected in the lyrics of punk bands and 
city landscapes dominate visual representation of punk aesthetics. 
Such bands as Sham69, Cockney Rejects, or Chelsea state their urban 
affiliation in their names. Others refer to urban locations in the texts 
of their songs: ‘We are The Business from Lewisham!’  The value 
of urban environment in the punk’s aesthetics makes city a nearly 
undeniable context of its cultural identity.  Even folk motifs, which 
in other genres of popular music usually send the audience back to 
the idyllic, traditional and rural past, in punk obtain explicitly urban 
connotations. ‘The Very Best of The Pogues’ (2013), a collection of 
hits from probably the most famous folk punk band, starts with a 
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song ‘Dirty Old Town’ and Dropkick Murphys, a Celtic punk forma-
tion from Boston put a picture of industrial workers, not peasants or 
shepherds, on the cover of their first record ‘Do or Die’ (1998).

A nearly ‘natural’ character of urban environment for the cul-
tural identity of punk is so obvious that it is rarely, if ever, discussed 
in the literature. Most of the studies in punk take city as a given con-
text. Peculiarities of urban experiences in the construction of punk 
identities are usually left without any serious attention. However, 
in the same way as the word ‘youth’ in ‘youth subcultures’ becomes 
increasingly questioned as their defining property (Bennett 2006) 
the image of the city in the cultural identities of ‘urban tribes’ should 
also perhaps be discussed. Especially, as in many scenes which are 
sometimes called ‘peripheral’, urban environment is not quite the 
same as in the West and Russia is a good example of this difference.

Some authors (Glazychev 1995) draw attention to a partic-
ular type of Russian suburbanisation also known as ‘slobodisation’ 
caused by the massive displacement and resettlement of Russian 
peasants in the course of industrialisation. Slobodisation formed a 
particular cultural landscape in most of the late-Soviet cities which 
was characterised by the replication of rural mentality in a larger 
urban scale. In this context individualism and impersonality of life 
were far from being a fact. This formed different challenges and 
identified different problems for the urban youth in the late Soviet 
Union. In the end of the 1980s most of the Russian provincial cities 
were divided between territorial gangs. These gangs de facto con-
trolled their territories, were in state of permanent war with each 
other and altogether – with the police and neformaly – progressive 
subcultural youth. In the most extreme way the absence of anonym-
ity and denial of the right to be different were brilliantly depicted in 
the film Menya Zovut Arlekino [My Name is Harlequin] (Belarusfilm, 
1988) and later explored in post-Soviet Russian literature (Kozlov 
2002, 2010). As Tikhomirov (2001) describes one of the provincial 
Russian towns: 

In times of our youth, in the beginning of the 1980s, 
Voronezh was divided into ‘territories’, which were formed 
after the working settlements previously situated where 
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contemporary city quarters are. Guys from the Left Bank 
were banned from the Centre, but lads from VAI could 
walk here with no problems, because they had a common 
enemy – Chizhovskie, who were beating up everyone who 
had a bad luck of finding himself in their God forgotten 
corner. Chizhovskie, however, also got beaten up when they 
entered any other area of the city. The Centre guys were on 
bad terms with other suburbs, South-West, for instance [...] 
The war was going on in the Northern district as well, but 
it had its own specifics – the ‘sleeping’ district was divided 
into the ‘old’ and ‘new’ one and they were beating the crap 
out of each other to the degree that no energy was left to 
get out to other areas... (Tikhomirov 2010: 7–8)

These examples show that a late Soviet city could hardly be seen 
as a ‘ghost town’, a soulless and alienating environment, where an 
individual is left on its own and is nearly ‘forced’ into a subculture in 
search of like-minded peers. In such a context actual social context 
was rather an environment to which ‘progressive’ subcultures were 
developed against, and city, in the Western sense of this word, was 
seen as something urban scenes in Russia actually lacked and the 
next section of the article investigates artistic reflections of the Rus-
sian rock bands on the phenomenon of ‘absent city’.

Discussion of the city in Russian rock

The first discussion of the symbolic value of urban environment 
was introduced in Russian rock music in the mid-1980s. And it was 
not engaged with the reflections of actual life in a particular urban 
neighbourhood like many other Western punk and post-punk bands 
did at approximately the same time. Akvarium, led by Boris Greben-
shchikov, a cult figure of Russian rock, in their ‘Beneath the sky of 
blue’ (1981) referred to the city as an imaginary, nearly magical space, 
a ‘golden city’ with ‘crystal-clear lucent gates and with a star ablaze’ 
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where ‘beasts of stunning beauty are roaming inside’. This city is 
detached from the mundane context of life. It is the space which is 
nearly unachievable, a paradise which people can only thrive for. 

Later excursions in the object of ‘absent city’ where the city 
is seen as an object of desire, something unreachable, however, were 
much more ‘mundane’. In 1985 Oblachnyi Kray [A Cloudy Country 
or a Cloudy Edge], a band formed in 1983 in Arkhanel’sk, recorded a 
track ‘I’m bydlo’ which can be roughly translated as ‘I am a peasant’ 
or ‘I am an uncultured swine’. The track described an experience of 
a person from a Russian province who visited Moscow for the first 
time in his life. In this story, the visitor shared his shock of being 
‘a commoner, a provincial dressed in crap’ surrounded by ‘all these 
restaurants, cafes and flashlights’. In this song the band introduced 
an opposition between urban space of the capital with all its ‘lights’, 
luxury, and glamour of ‘expensive shops’ on the one side and a pro-
vincial town, which, in fact, lacks typically urban access to cultural 
infrastructure on the other. In a highly ironic manner Oblachnyi Krai 
associated themselves with the second, relatively un-urban space, 
disadvantaged in its access to the ‘high culture’ of the city. 

This discussion was taken further by a Leningrad band Nol’ 
[Nil] who started questioning their urban identity in the very style of 
music performance. In 1986 their appearance at the annual Festival 
of the Leningrad Rock Club shocked the audience by a highly untyp-
ical delivery of rock music: 

[Their] rock-n-roll drive was accompanied by almost folk 
singing. Intentionally dissonating vocals went hand in 
hand with a fresh melodism. The new-wave rhythms – with 
chastushki intonations. And it all was played on a rather 
untypical for rock music instrument – accordion. (Burlaka 
1987) 

Everyone who comes to the concert of a Leningrad band 
Nol’ for the first time is usually confused: is it rock at all? 
Bass-guitar, drums, and… accordion. […] Chistyakov’s [the 
leader of the band] rock suddenly comes to be so Russian 
that you can think that it was not born among the black 
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musicians but came from a village club somewhere around 
Vologda. (Parus 1988) 

The most explicit discussion of the opposition between ‘high’ urban 
culture and ‘uncultured’ un-urban and rural environment comes, 
however, from a band Sektor Gaza formed in 1987 in the provincial 
town of Voronezh mentioned above with regards to the gang culture. 
Sektor Gaza is considered to be a founder of the entire sub-genre in 
Russian rock music called ‘kolkhoznyi punk’ which can be translated 
as ‘kolkhoz [collective farm] punk’, ‘redneck punk’ or ‘country punk’.  
The music of Sektor Gaza, surprisingly enough, had nothing to do 
with folk. It was a straightforward and unsophisticated punk with a 
substantial influence of pop melodies and ballads. The ‘village’ part 
of it came from the texts. Most of the Sektor Gaza songs are writ-
ten on behalf of a village hooligan sharing stories that can be easily 
taken for illustrations to the famous Engels’s remark on the ‘idiocy 
of village life’.   

From the guys at the collective farm I was the only one into punk
I was wearing leather trousers and was dirty like a swine 
My dad is on a tractor doing triple daily shifts 
And my mom, there on the farm pit, is all day pulling caws’ tits.

(Sektor Gaza, ‘Kolkhoznyi pank’, Kolkhoznyi pank, demo 
1989/ Gala Records 1991)

See illustrations on pages 477–478. 

In contrast to the ‘progressive’, and ‘intellectual’ sub-genres of pop-
punk, hardcore, Siberian punk, or fashionable pop-punk and indie 
music, most of the Sektor Gaza songs are full of indecent stories, 
highly explicit, sexist and politically incorrect lyrics, and extremely 
filthy humour. By this Sektor Gaza institutionalised a particular 
aesthetic trajectory where disadvantaged background of provincial 
town deprived of access to the cultural infrastructure was not hidden 
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or disguised but on the contrary put in the centre of artistic ideology 
and adopted as a central element of punk identity. 

What is interesting about Sektor Gaza and Nol’ is that these 
two bands which pioneered rural aesthetics in Russian rock music 
in reality have little to do with rural life. They were both formed in 
big cities and their music was addressed to urban audiences. Nei-
ther of them actually ever played in the ‘village club somewhere 
around Vologda’. The anti-urban image was an artistic gesture which 
was used to amplify their marginality on the one hand, and on the 
other – to show their audiences elusive nature of the very concept of 
‘city’ in the late-Soviet context.   

The provincial scenes emerged in mid-1990s in many 
aspects shared the marginality articulated by Sektor Gaza, Nol’ and 
Oblachnyi Krai. However, they did not share and, moreover, was born 
in the opposition to the aesthetics of Russian rock which by then 
was seen by the new generation as an outdated genre as a whole 
irrelevant to the current cultural situation (Gololobov et al. 2014: 
37–41). In this situation provincial scenes came up with a particu-
lar discussion of their localities and the role of urban environment 
in constructing their subcultural identity. These debates followed 
neither aesthetic of kolkhoznyi punk nor the ‘atmosphere of a vil-
lage club somewhere around Vologda’. The following explores one of 
such discussions. It investigates the ways a provincial Russian punk 
scene of a Russian town of Krasnodar negotiates its cultural identity 
with relations to the particular place it lives in.  

The context of the research

The study is based on the materials of the AHRC funded Post-Social-
ist Punk project [Grant ref: AH/G011966/] conducted by the group 
of researchers affiliated with the University of Warwick in 2009–
2013. The project aimed at reassessing dominant understanding 
of punk in the West – as an aesthetic articulation of late capitalist 
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social relations – based on the challenges posed by the socialist and 
post-socialist punk experience. Situating punk in a different polit-
ical context the project revisited traditional readings of punk as a 
subcultural resistance to dominant class relations and put forward 
a more open question about political significance of the trans-nor-
mative cultural practices of punk in both socialist and post-socialist 
context. 

The research was designed as an ethnographic study. The 
Russian case included three sites where the research took place: 
Krasnodar, Saint Petersburg and Vorkuta. These sites were selected 
on the basis of differences between these three cities. Vorkuta is a 
depriving industrial city in the Russian far north, St Petersburg is 
considered to be the most ‘Western-minded’ city and the cultural 
capital of Russia, and Krasnodar is the capital of the most South-
ern Russian province, famous for its agriculture and sea resorts. We 
believed that such contrasting sites would make it possible to bring 
forward, rather than to hide, all the complexity and contradictory 
nature of punk in Russia (Gololobov et al. 2014: 14–18).   

The research was designed as an inductive and open-ended 
investigation. Although each of the scholars had his or her presump-
tions on the meaning of punk prior to the actual research, our anal-
ysis and stories told by the scenes were mostly based on the voices 
of musicians, journalists, producers, scene activists and ordinary gig 
goers. Some the topics, such as the value of Orthodox Christianity 
in constructing punk identities (Gololobov 2012), the role of street 
fighting (Pilkington 2014), and the discussion of urban character of 
punk culture – which is in the centre of this article – came to our 
attention only in the process of the research as one of those discus-
sions important for the scene but rarely, if at all, mentioned in the 
literature.

The fieldwork data was produced during participant obser-
vation, semi-structured interviews, and supported by an extensive 
review of textual, video, and audio materials produced by the scenes. 
Some of the findings presented in this article are also based on a 
long-term observation ‘from inside’ conducted by the author, who 
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was born and who grew up in Krasnodar, and who took an active part 
in the formation of the scene (see Gololobov 2015). 

‘The biggest village on Earth’

Krasnodar, a capital city of Krasnodar Kray, located 840 miles south 
of Moscow. Founded in 1793 by the Cossacks resettled to the Southern 
Russian frontier by Catherine the Great as a border town for most of 
its history it was known as a deep province which more resembled an 
enormously big village than actually a town. A local historian Vitaliy 
Bondar’ (2005) cites a story when a Cossack allegedly drowned in the 
mud in one of the city streets along with his horse and a battle spike, 
and a notice of a travelling officer who wrote while staying in the 
city:  “It is difficult to go out of the room because you can drawn... 
I have never seen so much mud [...] the horses have it up till their 
bellies.” (Bondar: 2005)

In the 20th century Krasnodar was not affected by Soviet 
industrialisation and remained a capital of Zhitnitsa Rossii (The 
Bread basket of Russia) – huge agricultural region famous for its 
rich collective farms. In post-Soviet times it retained its status of 
a predominantly agricultural area. By 2010 entire population of the 
region was estimated to be 5,226,647 people and according to the 
Official Russian Census in 2010 urban residents constituted only to 
52.9 per cent. With its agglomeration, even Krasnodar, the regional 
capital, consisted of rural population by nearly 10 per cent of 832,586 
in total. According to the estimations of local authorities only about 
10 per cent of the population are involved in industrial production 
while the largest sectors of the city’s economy are trade, transport, 
communications and agriculture (Krasnodar City Administration 
2010). The official cite of the Krasnodar Mayor proudly informs that 
the regional capital has ‘a large agricultural complex which includes 
32 agricultural enterprises and 943 farms, which produce more than 
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70,000 tonnes of grains, 50,000 tonnes of vegetables, 5,000 tonnes 
of meat, 16,000 tonnes of milk, 2,000,000 eggs every year’.1 

Such a significant part of agricultural sector in the city’s 
economy was, however, only a part of the Krasnodar’s ‘rural charm’. 
Until the 2000s Krasnodar vaguely resembled urban settlement. 
Architecturally, residential areas of the city were mostly comprised 
of either pre-revolutionary one to three-storey houses which formed 
the landscape of the city centre or the so-called ‘private sector’ – 
one-floor brick buildings with a kitchen garden. Khrushchevki – five-
floor apartment houses, and devyatietazhki – concrete nine-floor 
blocks were rare and predominantly located on the outskirts of the 
city. Lurkmore.ru – a popular subculture internet resource and an 
alternative Russian version of Wikipedia calls Krasnodar a ‘rural 
megapolis’2 or ‘accidentally paved village’3.

See illustrations on pages 479–481. 

Oleg Sudakov, a.k.a. Manager, a former member of Grazhdanskaya 
Oborona and the leader of Rodina from Novosibirsk, when asked 
about his impression of the town during one of his visits to Krasnodar, 
replied: “Well ... it is like when you are in the city centre, and some-
how, there is no city around” (Manager, conversation, 21 September 
2009). The impression of Krasnodar as a city where there is actually 
no city is not only an impression of a person from a ‘proper’ indus-
trial town. It is also widely supported by the members of the local 
scene. The aforementioned lurkomore lists various ways Krasno-
dar is referred in local argots: Krasnodyr [Krasno-hole], Gryaznodar 

1 http://www.krasnodar.ru/content/441/show/1295/

2 http://lurkmore.to/Кубань

3 http://lurkmore.to/Краснодар
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[Dirt-gift], Kozlodar [Goat-gift], Krasnodaun [Krasno-down].4 Petya, 
the singer of the local band The Zverstvo, in Summer 2013 during 
one of our walks from his place to the band’s rehearsal studio, both 
located rather centrally, pointed at a goat eating grass next to one of 
those private houses and suggested: “this is what your book about 
punk in Krasnodar should be about” (Petya, conversation August 
2013). Andrey, a former member of local hardcore band Underwater, 
also pointed at the importance of un-urban features in the Krasno-
dar cultural city-scape:

Well, imagine, where else in a town which has a population 
of nearly a million you can live in the very city centre, go 
out for a morning smoke in your underpants, and have 
a barbeque in your garden hundred meters away from 
the main street. (Andrey Veretennikov, conversation, 
7 September 2013). 

‘There is nothing here, literally nothing...’ 

Such a ‘relaxed’ atmosphere free of a typical urban pressure and 
full of rural allure, which usually makes visitors from ‘proper’ cities 
such as Novosibirsk or Saint Petersburg pretty excited, is, however, 
not that unequivocally admired by the members of the local music 
scenes. 

If we would live in other city, we would probably go 
out more often. But ..., in general I want to get out of 
Krasnodar. (Ziolkowski, interview, 14 September 2009) 

There was never a scene [here in Krasnodar]. [...] The 
city is smallish, provincial, where it is good to live only 
because tomatoes are cheap here, there are plenty of 
trees and the climate is good. Not because there is a scene 

4 http://lurkmore.to/Краснодар 
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here. [...] These people in trams [...] aspirations of culture 
are useless when it comes to them.  (Hans, interview, 
15 October 2009)

There is nothing, absolutely nothing here [...] I am telling 
you, the only thing killing me here is art [...] or to put it 
better, the grief that there is nothing really great around! 
(Sasha, field diary, 30 August 2009)

Historically Krasnodar was indeed largely immune to the ‘new 
waves’ coming from the capitals. The emergence of Russian rock, for 
instance, bypassed it and liberalisation of perestroika barely touched 
cultural atmosphere in the city. The cultural isolation of Krasno-
dar is clearly recognised by scene members. “[In Krasnodar] there is 
still certain separation from the world, it is still present [...] there-
fore it is very local. It is seen in the music and many other things,” 
says Evgeniy Kostrygin, a singer in the oldest local punk band Geroi 
Soyuza (interview, 17 September 2009). Petr, bass player in a Krasno-
dar hardcore band Elektrogumannye Unichtozhiteli agrees with him: 
“We, here in Kuban’ are separate, capitals are separate, St Petersburg 
and Moscow, the rest of Russia is also different [...]”. (Petr, 22 August 
2009). 

Many members of the local scene agree that separation from 
the cultural centres and indifference of local inhabitants to anything 
new produce a specific cultural type of Kubanoids or kuguty – a collo-
quial, pejorative term used in Ukraine, Southern Russia and Krasno-
dar krai in particular, to denote a village resident or ‘redneck’. Igor’, 
a regular gig-goer and a passionate supporter of the local scene says: 
“What I suffer from here in Krasnodar is kugutism, I don’t know how 
to explain it any better”. (Igor, field diary, 16 October 2009) Kugutism, 
the remote, rude, conservative and predominantly rural provincial 
setting has become the defining feature of local interpretations of 
punk. Unlike in other Russian towns in Krasnodar, punk was nei-
ther an expression of solidarity, nor a political opposition and active 
social protest. The local scene is driven rather by aesthetic revolt: 

[For me punk started] as a denial of sovok [Soviet reality] 
as an aesthetic phenomenon, if you like. I mean this grey 
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mass. [...] It was a subconscious feeling of protest.  [...] This 
was a teenage, unconscious realisation that you cannot be 
like all these people. (Hans, interview, 25 October 2009)

Do you know why did I become a punk? Because before 
I only had friends who could either have an intellectual 
conversation and drink tea till it starts pouring out of their 
ears, or hard-core guys who would drink proper drinks but 
with whom you can’t have a conversation about literature, 
music etc. When I saw punks in SPB for the first time, 
these were the guys with green hair, Mohawks and they 
were very intelligent, were talking about arts and other 
things I was interested in [...] I believe that an intelligent 
person [intelligentnyi chelovek] is the one who do not spit 
on the street and the one who does not draw shit on the 
walls of their houses etc. And you know who is doing it now 
here - punks, because it is their protest against kugutism, 
these bullies and chaps in trainers. (Igor, field diary, 
16 October, 2009)

Filling the gap: punk aesthetics in the ‘absent city’

The protest against kugutism and the cultural pressure of conserva-
tive environment defined aesthetic direction for most of the local 
punk bands and performers. In Krasnodar punks in different ways 
constantly aimed at confronting the lack of culture and the lack of 
the city with a particular performance intended to shake the ‘relaxed’ 
atmosphere of the ‘biggest village on Earth’. 

The Zverstvo, one of the oldest Krasnodar punk bands. 
It was formed in 1993 as a punk, hardcore formation significantly 
influenced by death-metal and grindcore. In the end of the 1990s 
the style of the band changed into something which music critics 
often regard as punk-jazz. Traditional for the rock line-up guitar 
was abandoned for saxophone and bass guitar was substituted with 
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a double-bass. Still by the beginning of the 2000s obtained a status 
of a cult collective with an extensive fan base spreading far beyond 
the borders of the city. The popularity of the band can be related to 
a particular message expressed in the language which local scene 
found comprehensible and appealing. The message of the band can 
be summed up in the words of its vocalist: “For us, the main cri-
teria of our creative success is a healthy laughter of the audience” 
(RottenBeat 2011) and the object of laughter comes out in one of his 
other interviews: “We play about what we see around us: the end-
less rural landscape in the middle of the town, the lack of style, the 
rudeness of the local inhabitants” (Sobytia kul’tury 2009). However, 
surprisingly enough describing the world they see around them, The 
Zverstvo are neither rude, nor lacking in style. Their songs are smart 
combinations of sophisticated music, extreme vocal delivery and 
intelligent poetry. Marvin (2008), the author of the Freealbums blog 
describes their album Can’t Eat This Song (2005) as “Loud, abrasive 
and deliciously funny”:

the vocalist of this Russian avant-rock ensemble screams 
its lyrics over the top of pounding drums, guitar, and a 
saxophonist that I am sure is on the run from the jazz 
police. All that screaming doesn’t disguise the fact that 
these brief songs are smartly arranged affairs equally 
borrowing from rock, jazz, and more than a little art 
theater. 

On top of the unusual line-up and smart music composition The 
Zverstvo put a rather sophisticated lyrics which can be described as 
an interesting fusion of absurdism and folk motifs.

Моя тень курит, моя тень пьет
Моя тень нагло и часто врет
Передвигаюсь, она идет
Сижу в квартире – в подъезде ждет
На остановке, ну каждый день
Бормочет гадость, немая тень
Она – в троллейбус, а я – в трамвай
Запрыгнув ей, говорю «гуд бай»!
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My shadow drinks, my shadow smokes
My shadow tells indecent jokes
I walk around, it follows me
I sit at home, it waits for me
And on the bus stop every day
My shadow mumbles – she wants to stay
But I am in the tram, I pass her by! 
I got away! I scream: ‘Good by!’

  The Zverstvo. ‘Shadow’. Unrealeased song 2012

 

Their stage appearance is also far from the one of a ‘village hooli-
gan’. On stage they wear suits. 

See illustrations on pages 482–483. 

This infusion of an exaggerated city style to the local scene aims at 
causing confusion through which according to its singer the band is 
‘fighting the evil by bringing it to the degree of absurd’ (RottenBeat 
2011). 

Aesthetisation became a main weapon of fighting the ‘emp-
tiness’ of local cultural life used by the members of the local scene. 
Hans, the leader of an indie band Bogi [Gods], and then – lo-fi elec-
tronic project Dasaev directly associates the meaning of punk with 
aesthetic revolt.  

[For me punk started] [...] as an aesthetic phenomenon, 
if you like. [...] It was a subconscious feeling of protest. I 
wasn’t aware why I was doing it. [...] I thought, ‘Why the 
fuck do I need to wear trousers?’ and put underpants on, 
and an overcoat on top. I also had sports shoes, with a toe 
sticking out of a hole [in them]. I did it on purpose. [...]. 
For me this was a necessary protest. [...] (Hans, interview, 
25 October 2009)
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However, his protest had nothing to do with the aggressive assault 
of the public taste. Instead he put forward the style as a way to con-
front the conservative background. It was no longer ‘underpants’ 
and ‘overcoats’ but a highly intellectual songs, trendy jackets, smart 
shirts and glasses. 

The cases of Hans and The Zverstvo are the best examples 
of how Krasnodar punks confront the ‘grey mass’ through aesthetic 
signs and gestures. This to a large extent defined specificity of the 
local punk and music underground as a whole which appeared to be 
rather indifferent to subcultural solidarities, social protest, struggle, 
or any other clear ideological statements common for other Russian 
punk scenes (Gololobov et al. 2014). The aesthetic protest against 
the conservative rural environment in Krasnodar creates some 
rather interesting and unexpected crossovers which are difficult to 
think of in other places. One of the most interesting examples in this 
regard is Cindy. The band, formed in 2008, played romantic dance 
rock which appealed to the audience of the trendy clubs. Its mem-
bers, however, have backgrounds in a range of bands which normally 
would never be associated with such context. These are ironic rap-
core band Kaktus-Hardcore, noise-core formation Pornomafia, anar-
chist hardcore group Zasrali Solntse [Sun Put in Shit], grunge band 
Glaz [Eye], and aforementioned Bogi and Dasaev. 

This example shows how powerful in local context the idea 
of confronting conservative cultural environment is.

Conclusion

A study in the scene born and evolved in the ‘rural megapolis’ and 
‘the biggest village on Earth’ shows that members of local scene, and 
in particular, its key figures do not construct the meaning of punk in 
the same way as their predecessors from Sektor Gaza did. In Krasno-
dar the scene does not assume the identity of the uncultured village 
hooligan to show its difference from the serious Russian rock and 
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glamorous post-Soviet pop-music. As a matter of fact, the very term 
kolkhoznyi punk in Krasnodar context became rather an insult and 
Sektor Gaza itself is often seen in the local scene as something which 
has little to do with punk. 

There are punks who listen to Sektor Gaza, who wear torn-
apart clothes, who in villages get drunk with moonshine, 
who spit to each others mouths, who lie under the fences, 
again, listening to Sektor Gaza, Krasnaya Plesen’, and who 
call themselves ‘punks’. [...] I don’t know, I don’t consider 
this ‘punk’. I call them [...] as journalists once called it 
kolkhoznyi punk [...] All these chaps – collective farmers, 
tractor drivers, listening to Sektor Gaza, pissed to shit and 
lying under a fence, let it be a separate genre – kolkhoznyi 
punk, and they are all kolkhoznye punks. But this genre, 
it’s not even a genre, it’s a style, is not respectable, not 
intellectual ... (Alex, interview, 20 August 2009).

[...] I think it is bollocks that you have to be covered in 
shit, puked all over, drink all the time somewhere under 
the fence, and sleep behind the rubbish bins. [...] This is 
not punk, this is just crap. (Ayavrik, interview, 19 August 
2009)

Born in a much proper ‘village’ than Voronezh, Arkhangel’sk and 
St Petersburg Krasnodar scene did not use the lack of urban context 
as a central point of its cultural identity. Instead in the acts of music 
performances it engaged in re-creating the city and promoting its 
key paradigms of cultural communication: openness, respect for 
individuality, creativity and style. In this regard the Krasnodar punk 
is not shaped by the pressure of the city but in contrast – forms its 
cultural identity in search for it. This search leads the scene, ideo-
logically and aesthetically, in a direction different if not opposite to 
such punk ideals as unity, solidarity, working class ethics, anti-cap-
italism and discussion of class conflict. Most members of the Kras-
nodar punk scene avoid explicit political statements. Russian punk 
zines give generally positive reviews to the music and performing 
approach of the Zverstvo but with a certain regret notice the lack 
of ‘seriousness’ in the lyrics (Punch 1999). However, this does not 
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mean that the scene is apolitical, as a simple irritation of rural envi-
ronment through an aesthetic performance becomes a political act 
in itself expressing an embodied opposition to the conservative 
regional culture.   

Once I painted my nails in black, and you know, 
immediately on the street some guys came to me and asked 
quite aggressively if I were gay. In London, New York or 
even Moscow black nails can be an Emo thing, trendy guys 
from the clubs and all that, but here it is punk, because all 
those collective farmers, they simply cannot understand 
why I need to have black nails, and for them this is scarier 
than any slogans. I think if I would be wearing a sabre, or 
a machine gun it would attract much less attention. (Hans, 
conversation, 25 October 2009). 

Such aesthetic opposition does not aim at suggesting economic alter-
natives and political confrontation, and remains mostly a symbolic 
resource ‘marking’ a sphere of pure negativity towards antagonistic 
culture. In this sphere this local punk offers a variety of  strategies 
all of which intend to undermine conservative context of ‘accidently 
paved village’ where nothing is going on. Following these strategies 
Krasnodar scene puts a high subcultural value in creative practices. 
The focus on ‘making punk’ and making it through the performance 
makes local scene indifferent to creating a parallel or autonomous 
social and cultural space with an independent infrastructure, ideol-
ogy, and aesthetics. In Krasnodar punk through diverse acts of artis-
tic assault consistently engages in aesthetic critique (Gololobov et al. 
2014: 99–142). This is seen as an ultimate exercise of protest, shak-
ing cultural indifference of the ‘rural megapolis’ and showing those 
Kubanoids and kuguts the limits of their normality. The story told 
by the local scene suggests that in a place which distinctively lacks 
urban features city is far away from being an undeniable context of 
subcultural evolution remaining rather a project seen by provincial 
punk as the most important way to confront antagonistic context of 
the ‘biggest village on Earth’.  

•
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Late Modernity and 
Its Discontented

Bert van den Bergh

‘We have discovered happiness’ – 
say the last men, and blink thereby

Friedrich Nietzsche (Thus Spake Zarathustra)

Once upon a time...

Glasgow, an evening in January, some years ago. The stage of the 
popular television show Britain’s Got Talent is taken by an unknown 
woman who does not seem to belong there. In the eyes of the audi-
ence this is someone from bygone times, without a scrap of star 
quality. A woman who will never be able to take the leap on which 
this show is based and on which it has its eye: the somersault from 
average person to media phenomenon. This odd little bird is called 
Susan Boyle. She comes from a small village near Edinburgh, where 
she lives as a spinster with her cat Pebbles.

Just before the start of her performance Susan discloses her 
secret dream, a dream she has been cherishing since she was twelve: 
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becoming a professional singer. “How old are you, Susan?” a jury 
member asks, once she is standing in the spotlight. “Forty-seven,” 
is the reply. The jury frowns. The crowd sniggers. This is going to be 
a laugh. 

But then the singing commences. It is – rather symboli-
cally – a song from the musical adaptation of Les Misérables. The 
song opens – this is significant as well – with the line “I dreamed a 
dream in time gone by” and ends with the sigh “Now life has killed 
the dream I dreamed”. And exactly the opposite of what is bewailed 
in this last line happens immediately after the sounding of the song’s 
first words. Susan’s dream comes true. The jury comes over; the audi-
ence rises. The wasted life, the dormant talent, the dull mediocrity, it 
is all blown away to sweet and splendid stardom. When the last notes 
of the song have died away, a media personality is born. The incon-
sequential Susan Boyle is shot to the status of TV star overnight. No 
longer is she just anybody.

This outsider, this changeling, that is you and me. Susan 
Boyle personifies a late modern Everyman. She is our mirror image 
and the television is the mirroring dodger. Cloaked in the sheep’s 
clothing of entertainment a cunning fox incites us again and again 
to judge ourselves by a merciless standard. This comes about with a 
light and gentle touch; we are slyly played to and deftly devoured. 
When we watch a show like this, something crucial slumbering in us 
is addressed: our most personal unredeemed dream. Singing, danc-
ing, top model, top chef, business hot shot, or any ‘talent’. Britain’s 
Got Talent, America’s Next Top Model, Idols, The X-factor, So You Think 
You Can Dance, The Voice, The Apprentice, or one of the many other 
talent searches that have been rolling into our living rooms lately. 
Talent search or transformation hunt: apart from the countless tal-
ent shows there are the numerous programmes in which candidates 
are induced to change the shape of something that is intimately 
linked to them: their homes, clothes, careers, bodies, even their 
souls. Become who you think you are – so the message reads – You can 
do it, you should want it, you really need to want it. Because what 
you have been until now is not enough. Or even less: it is  nothing, 
you are still a nobody. If you leave it at that you have failed, you are 
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a loser. You should be a winner, therefore you should change. You 
should want it; you really need to want to win. Thou shalt yearn for 
the status of hero.

The loser who realises he or she is not a winner is ashamed. 
The intensifying of this shame may end in depression. And depres-
sion is the phenomenon I would like to take a closer look at in this 
essay. What I intend to connect are Susan Boyle as media phenom-
enon and depression as key disorder of our times. These times I 
term ‘late modernity’.1 The metamorphosis of this obscure Miss 
Average – failure becomes celebrity, unfulfilled dream turns into 
arranged reality, Les Misérables becomes Perfect Day2 – can be linked 
directly to the paradoxical exhortation with which the late modern 
individual is bombarded continuously and multifariously: be your-
self, become somebody else. On all sides this wolfish self-fulfilment 
regime puts a corroding pressure on us, and it is this corrosion that 
manifests itself today, among other things, as the ‘mood disorder’ 
called ‘depression’.

On its website the World Health Organization presents 
this mental disorder as “the leading cause of disability worldwide” 
and discusses it in terms of “global crisis”, “hidden burden” and 

1  It concerns roughly the last forty years. The term ‘postmodernity’ is 
avoided here, since it is an overloaded term, which furthermore suggests that 
we have left or are leaving the stage of modernity behind. Our situation, in 
my view, is rather that of an intensifi ed modernity. We could therefore also 
speak of ‘hypermodernity’ or  ‘ultramodernity’, both referring to an inherent 
excessiveness of late modernity. It exceeds its own bounds, and corrodes, 
implodes, disintegrates.

2  This song by underground pop icon Lou Reed was going be sung by Susan 
as a special guest in an episode of the American version of the talent show, 
America’s Got Talent. However, Reed prevented it by refusing the usual 
permission for the performance. His resistance was not enduring: two months 
later he set himself up as a sort of co-director of the video clip of Boyle’s 
interpretation of the song. Does this story reveal something of our ambivalence 
regarding these kinds of media phenomena?
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2010/nov/09/lou-reed-susan-boyle 
(12.06.2014).
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“global public health concern”.3 In the European context the alarm 
is sounded as well, by institutions such as the European Depression 
Association, an alliance of organisations, patients, researchers and 
healthcare professionals from nineteen European countries, focus-
ing on the issue of “depression in the workplace”. Each year the EDA 
organises a European Depression Day in Brussels, during which pol-
icy makers and members of the European Parliament discuss pos-
sible policies and legislation relating to this major socio-economic 
problem. The aim is to “make the fight against depression at work a 
European priority”.4 

One might be concerned by these alarms. Why is it that 
so many all over the world are diagnosed as depressed, especially 
women? Why is it that so early in life people have to struggle with 
feelings of deep despondency and despair? The WHO again: “Depres-
sion is the top cause of illness and disability among adolescents and 
suicide is the third cause of death”.5 What exactly is the ‘burden’ 
here? Is it rooted in contemporary problems among the young who 
are lazily referred to with labels like ‘Generation Y’ and ‘Generation 
Me’? This is a generation said to wrestle in large numbers with a 
‘quarter-life crisis’, an age group consisting of individuals who seem 
to look upon themselves as a risky enterprise, a ‘Me Ltd’.6 To what 

3 See the depression sections on the WHO website:
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs369/en/index.html,
http://www.who.int/mental_health/management/depression/en/index.html 
(12.06.2014).

4 http://www.europeandepressionday.com/index.html (12.06.2014).

5 http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs345/en/ (12.06.2014).

6 See for instance: BBC-Radio 5 – Life is hard when you’re in your 20s, http://
news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/2180552.stm), Huffpost Healthy Living – Are 
You Having A Quarterlife Crisis? http://www.huffi ngtonpost.com/christine-
hassler/are-you-having-a-quarterl_b_326612.html, The Guardian/Blogging 
Students – Does graduation mark the start of your quarterlife crisis? http://www.
theguardian.com/education/mortarboard/2012/mar/26/graduates-face-quarter-
life-crisis.
See on ‘Me Ltd’ and the quarter-life crisis the Dutch documentary De BV Ik and 
the Dutch book De grenzeloze generatie en de onstuitbare opmars van de B.V. IK, 
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extent, I would like to ask, are the crises, anxieties and depressions 
of this group in the end typically late modern phenomena?

On all sides depression is considered to be a major socio-eco-
nomic problem. The so-called ‘depression epidemic’ is discussed and 
debated frequently, and the strategies developed to suppress this 
evil are numerous. But what kind of evil is it exactly? In what way is 
it also a crucial cultural problem? What does it tell us about the state 
and nature of late modern culture? What precisely is ‘disordered’ 
today? And why has the former psychiatric concept of ‘melancholy’ 
been abandoned and been pushed aside by that of ‘depression’, a 
displacement in which the baby of ambivalence seems to have been 
thrown out with the bathwater? In contrast  to ‘melancholy’, which 
from ancient Greek times onwards was taken as both vice and bless-
ing, ‘depression’ today is considered to be an illness only, an annoy-
ing interruption which should be ‘repaired’ as quickly as possible. 
What kind of cultural transformation has taken place here?

This essay is an attempt to unfold this question. The aim is 
to situate the phenomenon of depression in opposition to prevailing 
approaches. The latter categorise depression as a ‘mood disorder’, 
proceeding from a framework that already for several decennia all 
over the world has determined the professional approach to mental 
problems: the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-
ders, better known as DSM7, managed by the American Psychiatric 
Association. What notion of depression is embedded in this frame-
work? How are ‘mood disorder’ and ‘mood’ understood in the reg-
ular psychiatric and psychological professional literature? In what 

by Frits Spangenberg and Martijn Lampert, http://www.hollanddoc.nl/kijk-
luister/documentaire/b/vpro-thema-de-bv-ik-.html.
See also Jean Twenge’s  book Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are 
More Confi dent, Assertive, Entitled – and More Miserable Than Ever Before, http://
www.generationme.org/index.html  (12.06.2014).

7 Along with the closely related International Classifi cation of Diseases and 
Related Health Problems, currently ICD-10, published by the WHO. DSM and 
ICD differ in minor points, which are not relevant for the line of reasoning in 
this essay. Both systems are symptom oriented guidelines and thus pave the 
way to an approach that focuses on ‘the symptomatology of a patient’ instead 
of ‘the life history of a person’ (Ehrenberg 1998: 169).
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way do these interpretations ‘feed’ the phenomenon they intend to 
grasp? These are questions that have presented themselves in the 
light of growing criticism during the last decades of dominating 
approaches to depression and other contemporary distress in psy-
chiatry, psychology and mental health care. Is the remedy here part 
of the disease? Could we and should we get a different outlook on 
our mental suffering? What does the phenomenon of depression 
have to tell us if we listen to it with a phenomenological ear? With 
this latter question as our guide we set off. 

First I will explore the atmosphere of the ‘Prozac era’ via the 
work of the American psychiatrist Peter D. Kramer, who to my mind 
represents the currently prevailing view on mental illness. Next 
I will discuss two critical reflexions on this dominant view: Dutch 
philosopher/psychologist Trudy Dehue’s and French sociologist 
Alain Ehrenberg’s interpretations of the ‘depression-epidemic’, both 
linking the phenomenon of depression to the preponderant late 
modern normativity of self-realisation. After this I will explore the 
broader historical context of this late modern ethos via the work of 
the French philosopher Dany-Robert Dufour, who understands the 
current corroding cultural context as the outcome of a long lasting 
‘liberal cultural revolution’. Finally, raising the question what kind 
of experience this ‘mood order’ termed ‘depression’ might be, I turn 
to the work of the Belgian phenomenological psychiatrist Jacques 
Schotte, who developed an ‘anthropopsychiatric’ interpretation of 
depression that opposes the predominant DSM-based, reductionist, 
symptom-oriented approach. A more thorough understanding of 
depression as individual experience – so the key idea is here – might 
shed a clarifying light on our collective ‘postmodern condition’. 
Depression is, so to speak, an experience that many share today 
without really sharing it. An experience also, that increasingly seems 
to hit young adults, adolescents and teenagers.8 Connected to this is 

8 See for instance (all 12.06.2014):
http://www.nuffi eldfoundation.org/news/increased-levels-anxiety-and-
depression-teenage-experience-changes-over-time
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/depression-in-children-and-
adolescents/index.shtml



355

Late Modernity and Its DiscontentedBert van den Bergh

a shift of focus from a discourse on ‘midlife crisis’ to that on ‘quar-
ter-life crisis’. What does this shift tell us about the ‘hidden burden’ 
of late modern civilisation? What exactly is the burden here?

Heroic melancholy, prosaic depression

So, since the start of late modernity, some forty years ago, depres-
sion has turned into a very hot potato. Linked to this is the arrival 
of a new nonfiction genre in our literary world: the autobiography 
as a personal portrait of a depressive episode. One could name this 
genre the ‘automelangraphy’.9 Well-known examples are Darkness 
Visible (1992) by the American writer William Styron, Prozac Nation 
(1994) by the American journalist Elisabeth Wurtzel and The Noon-
day Demon (2002) by the American writer Andrew Solomon. In my 
own country, The Netherlands, twenty-five years ago the distin-
guished psychiatrist Piet Kuiper wrote a much-praised automelang-
raphy entitled Far Gone (1988). This book set the tone for similar 
Dutch memoirs, like the following two recent works: Froggy Goes for 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2766285 
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/Life-stages/child-and-adolescent-
health/news/news/2014/05/new-global-report-depression-predominant-cause-
of-illness-and-disability-among-adolescents 
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/201001/the-decline-
play-and-rise-in-childrens-mental-disorders 
http://www.mercurynews.com/health/ci_25074044/teen-health-depression-
anxiety-and-social-phobias-rising 
http://the2x2project.org/the-declining-mental-health-of-millenials-is-
depression-the-new-normal/ 
http://www.salon.com/2013/08/26/how_our_society_breeds_anxiety_
depression_and_dysfunction_partner/ 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2011/jun/23/epidemic-mental-
illness-why/?page=1 

9 The ancient Greek word melas means ‘black’, for example in melankholia, 
referring to the substance that for two millennia was considered to be 
the source of this affl iction: black bile. Cf. Darian Leader’s recent book on 
mourning, melancholy and depression, The New Black (London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 2008).
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a Ride! Or on the Suffering that Is Life (2008) by professor of modern 
French literature Maarten van Buuren and Pill (2010) by comedian 
Mike Boddé.10 These works are all highly personal accounts of the 
troublesome victory over a crippling darkness. And in all of them a 
particular ‘pill’ has a special part in the story. Styron was prescribed 
Nardil but re-entered the light because of his state of isolation in 
a hospital, Wurtzel obviously used Prozac but in the end needed 
psychotherapy as well to come back to life again, Solomon experi-
mented for six years untill he found the right mix of Zoloft, Remeron, 
Wellbutrin, Zyprexa, Namenda and Ranitidine,11 Kuiper used Tylcip-
rin and started painting, Van Buuren’s turn and return was enabled 
by Seroxat, biking and the ability to give his ailment a proper name, 
and Boddé finally discovered Anafranil and thereby rediscovered life. 
Six examples, and already quite a collection of psychopharmaca.

A very successful work on the use of psychopharmaca in 
the battle against mood disorders is Listening to Prozac by Peter 
Kramer. This book, published in 1993, six years after the introduc-
tion of Prozac, explores the status of the successful new SSRI anti-
depressants.12 Is Prozac a medication or a drug, or both? Could we 
use these “mood brighteners” to alter our personalities and become 
“better than well”? (Kramer 1997: VII). We are on the eve of a rev-
olution in medical thinking, says Kramer: “We are entering an era 
in which medication can be used to enhance the functioning of the 
normal mind” (ibid.: 247). This message fell in the booming nineties 
on extremely fertile ground. A new promising concept was added 
to the psychiatric dictionary, “cosmetic psychopharmacology”. No 
joke intended, Kramer was deadly serious. We now have means, he 

10 The Dutch word pil has the double meaning of ‘pill’ and ‘tome’.

11 Interview with Andrew Solomon in the PBS documentary Out of the 
Shadows, Chapter 7: The Promise of Treatment. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
takeonestep/depression/video-ch_07.html (12.06.2014).

12 SSRI’s, Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors, affect the levels of 
serotonin in the brain. Serotonin is a neurotransmitter, a messenger of nerve 
signals in brain cells. Whether a certain degree of serotonin reuptake is a cause 
or an effect of depression is an unresolved issue. Nicknaming serotonine ‘the 
happy hormone’ doesn’t help to clarify this.
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declared, of “making the hesitant decisive”, changing their defec-
tive condition into one of ‘assertiveness and optimism”, or in other 
words into a “self-assured state” (Kramer 2005: 4).

 The success of Listening to Prozac made Kramer start a grand 
tour to explain his ideas and elicit responses from all kinds of audi-
ences. What struck Kramer during this tour – so he reports in a more 
recent work on the phenomenon of mood disorder, Against Depres-
sion, was a certain kind of reservation that emerged regularly when 
people in the audience started to ask questions. “What if Prozac had 
been available in van Gogh’s time?” (Kramer 2005: 31). This question, 
raised in all sorts of variants by all sorts of people, made Kramer real-
ise that the tradition of ‘heroic melancholy’ was still very much alive. 
This tradition, rooted in an ancient Greek text fragment, Problemata 
XXX.I, involves an interpretation of depression, or melancholy, in 
which the pathological is linked to excellence. The first lines of this 
(in)famous fragment – until recently attributed to Aristotle himself, 
but today believed to be written by one of his epigones – go like this: 
“Why is it that all men who have become outstanding in philoso-
phy, statesmanship, poetry or the arts are melancholic…?” (Radden 
2000: 57) Against Depression is an attack on both the disease and the 
tradition that tends to glorify it. Our highest value is at stake here: 
“depression is the opposite of freedom” (Kramer 2005: 14). And the 
opposite of this opposite is “a resilient mind, sustained by a resil-
ient brain and body” (ibid.: 188–189). Instead of recognising this, 
Kramer continues by saying that we made melancholy into some-
thing extraordinary and in doing so evaded the heart of the problem. 
The outcome of this denial was “two thousand years of therapeutic 
impotence” (ibid.: 214).

According to Kramer this romanticising view is still the 
undercurrent in our evaluation of depression today. His renun-
ciation of this superstition has three parts: ‘What it is to us’ – the 
ambivalent and false understanding of depression as a superb ill-
ness; ‘What it is’ – the truth about depression, being a plain disease; 
‘What it will be’ – the vision of a world without this darkness. So 
Against Depression is a tripartite work along the lines of the Con-
fessions by Augustine: digression, conversion and profession. “How 
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glorious it will be to free ourselves from depression”, so the closing 
sentence of the book reads (Kramer 2005: 292). In trying to convert 
us, Kramer replaces the refuted heroising tradition with another 
one. Robert Burton’s classic Anatomy of Melancholy, published very 
successfully in the first half of the seventeenth century, had a similar 
utopian spirit to Kramer’s battle text. In the extensive prologue to 
his work Burton presented “an Utopia of mine own, a new Atlantis” 
where industriousness is the iron rule: “I will not have a barren acre 
in all my territories […] I will suffer no beggars, rogues, vagabonds, or 
idle persons at all” (Burton [1638] 2001: 97, 100, 104).

Secular Father Kramer is preaching to the already converted. 
Today the utopian inspiration proclaiming melancholy or depres-
sion to be a sin and an evil has more than ever taken the upper hand. 
Naming melancholy ‘depression’ is only one sign of this dominance. 
Today we look at depression the Kramerian way. ‘Heroic melancholy’ 
belongs to the past, prosaic despondency is our present-day bur-
den. A plain disease, nothing more and nothing less. A ‘mood dis-
order’ that can be fixed. An annoying interruption of productivity 
and mobility that should be eliminated. Via SSRIs – the novel anti- 
depressants – or other pills, via deep-brain stimulation or nervus 
vagus irritation13, or with the help of similar technical tools. Burton’s 
utopia is our reality, idle persons do not belong here. Ours are the 
times of the hyper-energetic and ultra-resilient: Me Ltd. 14

13 Both techniques involve the insertion of electrodes into the brain, after 
which the brain itself resp the tenth cranial nerve is stimulated via the 
administration of electric impulses.

14 ‘Resilience’ is a keyword in Kramer’s Against Depression (2005); see for 
instance p. 56: depression as a “disorder of neuroresilience”; p. 188: “The 
opposite of depression is a resilient mind, sustained by a resilient brain 
and body”’; and p. 87: “I mean mainly to ask why we would not let go of 
melancholy, and trust ourselves with responsive minds and resilient brains”.
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Depression epidemic

The calamity of the global spread of depression is often referred 
to as ‘the depression epidemic’. A study by the very same title was 
published in The Netherlands six years ago by the Dutch philoso-
pher and psychologist Trudy Dehue. The book caused a great deal of 
controversy, especially because Dehue demonstrated in detail, and 
convincingly, how the combined action of pharmaceutical industry, 
science and the media nurtures a particular interpretation and way 
of dealing with mental disorders – in this case depression. This col-
laboration (or plotting), however, is not Dehue’s main explanation 
of the depression epidemic. The subtitle of her study indicates what 
according to her is the root of the problem: On the Duty to Control 
One’s Own Destiny (Dehue 2008). It is the imperative of self-deter-
mination, or, taken somewhat more broadly, the ethos of self-reali-
sation that puts the kind of pressure on the late modern subject that 
he or she is increasingly liable to the opposite of what is wanted 
and needed: showing oneself as a strong, motivated, purposeful, 
enterprising, flexible and communicative individual. Depression 
involves the flip side of these late modern virtues. A constellation 
in which everybody is held fully responsible for his or her own lot, 
turns unhappiness more and more into a shortcoming, namely in 
one’s duties of vigorous self-fulfilment.

At the end of The Depression Epidemic, in response to a kin-
dred study on the state of despondency in late modern culture – 
The Loss of Sadness (2007) by the American social scientists Allan 
V. Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield – Dehue states that it is not so 
much the loss of sadness that we have to contend with, but ‘a ban on 
deliberation’ (Dehue 2008: 254). This remark raises some important 
questions: What kind of deliberation is meant here? What kind of 
subjectivity is linked to this key attitude or condition? And if this 
attitude or condition is changing or deteriorating, in what way then 
is this connected with a change in subjectivity as such? Regrettably, 
these pressing questions are neither answered nor raised by Dehue, 
because the scope of her work does not allow it.
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Somebody who had already tackled these questions twen-
ty-five years ago, is the French sociologist Alain Ehrenberg. In 1991 
he published the first volume of a trilogy in which the contours of 
late modern subjectivity are marked. The third volume of this trilogy, 
entitled La Fatigue d’Être Soi, or The Weariness of the Self, is entirely 
devoted to the phenomenon of depression.15 On the first page Ehren-
berg presents the two leading questions of his study: “Why and how 
has depression asserted itself as our main inner misery? In what way 
is it revealing with regard to the mutations of individuality at the 
end of the 20th century?” (1998: 9) These questions are answered via 
an extensive exploration of the French context around the phenom-
enon of depression.16

Depression, Ehrenberg states, is the pathology of a society 
with a new normativity. Since the fifties of the previous century 
economic competition, sporting rivalry and consumption are the 
moulds that shape the subject, lifestyle and mode of self-realisation. 
Traditional bonds and fixed values no longer make up the basis from 
which the individual develops. One needs to rely on oneself, one 
has to expand, be successful, excel and display oneself as a happy 
consumer. We therefore live in post-neurotic times: the late modern 
subject is no longer destined by prohibition, conflict and guilt but 
by summons, shortcoming and shame. It is the ethos of self-reali-
sation and responsibility that moves them. What is expected from 
this person is not restriction and sublimation but mobilisation and 
expression of passions. He or she must show initiative, motivation, 
determination, purposefulness, versatility and communicability. 
And depression in this context appears as exactly the opposite, as 
failure in what is being called for. Being depressed means not being 

15 Four years ago the book was translated into English: The Weariness of the 
Self: Diagnosing the History of Depression in the Contemporary Age (Ehrenberg 
2009). During a lecture in Denmark Ehrenberg explained that in the English 
translation of the French title something essential is lost, namely the emphasis 
on the self as an active state, a process or a task: the ‘becoming oneself’. A 
more suitable translation then would be ‘The weariness of self-realization’. 
http://vimeo.com/16530794 (12.06.2014).

16 Recently Ehrenberg published a study in which the French context of 
mental disorders is compared with the American: La Société du Malaise (2010).
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able or willing to have a project, be enterprising, assertive, on the 
move. It means being unwilling or unable to realise oneself. Depres-
sion, in Ehrenberg’s words, is “the disease of responsibility”, or “the 
fatigue of becoming oneself” (1998: 10).

What happened in psychiatry in the course of the previous 
century corresponds to this transformation of normativity. Gradu-
ally the reference to conflict – which since the end of the nineteenth 
century underpinned the concept of the subject – subsided and made 
way for a model of failure or weakness. Concerning depression the 
symptoms of sadness and distress were replaced by those of weari-
ness. In a way things were reversed: one no longer is weak because 
one suffers, one suffers because one is weak. Lack of initiative 
became the principal defect of the depressed person. And the new 
anti-depressants that were launched in the seventies and eighties 
of the twentieth century, and became highly successful in the nine-
ties – the aforementioned SSRIs – aim to revert this, aim to restore 
the enterprising spirit of the disheartened. Prozac, writes Ehrenberg, 
“is not the pill of happiness, but that of initiative” (1998: 203).17

The rise of SSRI’s in the nineties went hand in hand with 
a (neuro)biological turn in psychiatry. The idea, taken root in the 
eighties, that mental and behavioural disorders could be treated 
solely with biological remedies, became the norm. “Sick nerves today 
are a neurochemical imbalance”, Ehrenberg recaps sharply (Ehren-
berg 1998: 189).18 This changing norm, the boom of these new medi-
cations, the decline of the model of conflict, all this was highly facil-
itated by a decisive change in the DSM in 1980. The third edition of 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders – the world-
wide starting and focus point of mental health care – turned away 
from the underlying causes of mental disorders and focused com-
pletely on connection, frequency and duration of symptoms. This 
bias, which Horwitz and Wakefield deem to be a decontextualisation 

17 Cf. Ehrenberg 2010: 215, ‘pills of performance’.

18 Cf. Kramer’s defi nition of depression as “disorder of neuroprotection” and 
“disorder of neuroresilience” (2005: 56). Cf. Nikolas Rose’s essay ‘Becoming 
Neurochemical Selves’ (2004).
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of mental suffering (2007: 14), resulted in a blurring of the borders 
between normal and pathological forms of distress, for example nor-
mal sadness and depressive disorder. This blurring of course was 
eagerly saluted by the pharmaceutical industries and incorporated 
into their policies. A telling fact with regard to this is the work-
ing title Ely Lilly chose for the project of developing the molecule 
that was later named Prozac: “a compound in search of its illness” 
(Ehrenberg 1998: 194).

A Sadean world

The subject which the present globalising constellation puts in 
the limelight as incarnation of the good life, is an individual full 
of self-confidence, energy, flexibility, alertness, in short, an enter-
prising subject: Me Ltd. This alleged sovereign individual, how-
ever, appears to suffer more and more from episodic, recurring and 
chronic depression. And from dependence and addiction. And stress, 
burn-out and chronic fatigue. Or the opposite: restlessness and 
hyperactivity. Sovereignty, in sum, seems hard to find these days. 
And paradoxically the individual as individual is more or less ruled 
out in the dominant, symptom-oriented and neurobiology-minded 
approach to mental disorders. One wonders why. What kind of con-
trariety is involved here?

The French philosopher Dany-Robert Dufour has formulated 
quite an extensive and stirring answer to this question. In his studies 
on ‘the liberal cultural revolution’ he links the depression epidemic 
to the intensifying discrepancy between the omnipresent incitement 
to ‘be oneself’ and the extreme difficulty to ‘be a self’. Having a sus-
tainable identity is hard today, according to Dufour, because there 
is no guiding frame of reference any more, no Grand Narrative, or 
put in Lacanian terms, as Dufour sometimes does: “no figure of the 
Other” (2008: 42). No such founding figure has any real validity in 
late modernity. We are on our own, completely. An “anthropological 
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mutation” has taken place (Dufour 2007a: 104).19 The late modern or 
postmodern subject20 has become a self-referential being, exhorted 
to create himself, without a real basis to take the plunge. “Exchanges 
are no longer valid insofar as they are guaranteed by some higher 
power (either transcendental or ethical); they are valid by virtue of 
the direct relationship they establish as commodities. Commodity 
exchanges are, in a word, beginning to desymbolize the world. [....] 
Human beings no longer have to agree about transcendent symbolic 
values; they simply have to go along with the never-ending and 
expanded circulation of commodities”. (Dufour 2008: 4–5)

This pliability, cloaked as self-fulfilment, makes us go adrift. 
The former modern subject, who had a critical and neurotic nature – 
two characteristics that complemented each other perfectly accord-
ing to Dufour (ibid.: 42) –, transformed into a creature that smoothly 
fits in with the flows and pulses of the global market. Dufour speaks 
of “a precarious, acritical, psychotisizing subject” and specifies 
the latter term as follows: “by ‘psychotisizing’ I mean a subject 
that is open to all identity fluctuations and thereby is susceptible 
to all commercial bifurcations” (ibid.: 12).21 This late modern sub-
ject imagines himself to be free, because he experiences himself as 
self-referential, self-determining, self-realizing. But the only thing 
in fact that is really free, says Dufour, is the ‘divine market’,22 in the 
sense that its worshipped dynamics in the end are decisive. The 
global market of ‘total capitalism’ destroys institutions and reshapes 
procedures “in such a way as to produce individuals who are supple, 
insecure, mobile and open to all the market’s modes and variations” 

19 See also Dufour 2011 : 39.

20 Dufour uses the term ‘postmodern’ for covenience’s sake. (Dufour 2008: 14)

21 Slightly altered translation..Dufour typifi es the world of total capitalism 
with one word: the adjective ‘Deleuzian’: “What Deleuze failed to see was that, 
far from making it possible to get beyond capitalism, his programme merely 
predicted its future.” (Dufour 2008: 11, 92 ff) See also note 23.

22 Title of one of Dufour’s studies: Le Divin Marché. La Révolution Culturelle 
Libérale (2007).
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(ibid.: 157).23 ‘Neo-liberalism’ and ‘consumerism’ as terms to describe 
this late modern context are inadequate because they tell only a part 
of the story. It is ‘producerism’ as well: the modern professional is 
supposed to be a flex-worker, a position which matches with the pli-
ability of the trendwatching consumer. And secondly, the ‘neo’ is an 
intensification of something that goes way back to Adam Smith, and 
even further, to Blaise Pascal.

Liberalism, states Dufour, means primarily a liberation of 
the passions (Dufour 2009: 113). And this liberation started on puri-
tan soil. It was Pascal who halfway through the seventeenth cen-
tury started to tamper with the classical Augustinian hierarchy of 
Amor Dei and Amor sui, divine love and self-love. In a letter written 
in 1651 Pascal admits the following on self-love: “It was natural to 
Adam, and just in its innocence; but it became criminal as well as 
intemperate due to his sin”. (Ibid.: 56) This small concession started 
a development of gradual revaluation of self-love, making the puri-
tan more and more ‘perverse’, that is inverting the original hierar-
chy. Via the Jansenist Pierre Nicole and the Calvinist Pierre Bayle 
we arrive at the Calvinist physician and economist Bernard de Man-
deville and his famous Fable of the Bees of 1714, the text in which 
private vices are declared to bring public benefits. Liberation of the 
passions produces affluence, their restriction brings on misery. Half 
a century later economist and theologian Adam Smith followed in 
Mandeville’s footsteps24, made them acceptable, and via his Wealth of 
Nations founded liberalism and its religion of the free market guided 
by a divine ‘invisible hand’. Private vices, i.e. private interests, should 
have a free hand, because they lead to public happiness. Amor sui is 
the main road to glory.

23 The power/desire opposition constructed by the left was a mistake, says 
Dufour, it created blindness for the Sadean side of capitalism (Dufour 2009: 
271).

24 Initially Mandeville was considered to be a heretic and was therefore 
nicknamed Man Devil. The neutral, scientifi c adaptation of his thought by 
Smith made it acceptable and respectable. (Dufour 2009: 112 and 2011: 77)



365

Late Modernity and Its DiscontentedBert van den Bergh

However, Dufour continues, there was another, final liberal-
ising step to be taken, made in a radical way by the libertine writer 
Marquis de Sade. He made the perversion, that is to say the reversal, 
complete by staging, in literary space, the experiment of radicalising 
certain basic elements of liberalism, leading to the Sadean notion of 
‘isolism’, the utmost extreme combination of egoism and hedonism. 
Showing immediately what the key thought is, Dufour starts his The 
Perverse City with the following revealing parallel quotation (Dufour 
2009: 9):

Give me that which I want, and you shall have this which 
you want. 

Give me that part of your body which is capable of giving 
me a moment's satisfaction, and, if you desire, amuse 
yourself with whatever part of mine that may be agreeable 
to you. 

The first line is by Adam Smith, the second is De Sade’s.25 “Liberal-
ism means Smith together with Sade”, Dufour states provocatively 
(2009: 172). Today the infamous Marquis has us firmly in his grasp: 
“we live in an increasingly Sadean world” (ibid.: 11).

In 1929, of all times, the year of the economic world crisis, 
something happens in New York that Dufour marks as the moment at 
which the Sadean spirit truly came upon us.26 As a promotion for cig-
arette consumption a titillating parade of seductive smoking women 
takes place near Central Park. It is a real spectacle. The press are 
invited. The whole thing is devised by father of spin Edward Bernays, 

25 From The Wealth of Nations and Juliette respectively. At the end of L’Individu 
Qui Vient, which aims for an individualism termed ‘sympathetic’ – so the 
opposite of the Sadean, ‘isolist’ version –, Dufour presents the following 
reversal of the ultraliberal reversal: “What I have received, I should be able to 
return.” (Dufour 2011: 347)

26 “Sade leaves hell”, writes Dufour (2009: 175). He was exiled to it being a 
pernicious, perverse writer in the narrow sense of the latter word. The moment 
the market was mortally wounded – by the world crisis – he is released, in order 
to give global capitalism a new vital impuls. This, on the basis of the pursued 
perverting (in the broad sense of the word) of the relation Amor Dei / Amor sui.
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next of kin of Sigmund Freud, whose ideas Bernays uses, together 
with mass psychological views of Gustave LeBon and Wilfred Trotter. 
The new thing is that it is news. Actually the event is plain advertis-
ing, but it is designed as news. And the association which draws the 
attention is that of cigarette enjoyment with sensuality and libera-
tion: the unconventional, sensuous women smoke their torches of 
freedom. “The entire new capitalist spirit of consumption can be told 
from this inaugural act of Bernays”, Dufour writes. And: “Capitalism 
could only recover from the big crisis of 1929 through democratizing 
pleasure, through becoming Sadean, or rather, taking into account 
the prevailing Puritanism, crypto-Sadean”. (2009: 178, 180)  After 
this inauguration there is no stopping the new spirit. By means of the 
pin-up, among other things, the sensualised consumption is mobil-
ised. Everywhere ‘perversion lessons’ are being taught, i.e. skilfully 
wrapped instructions for uninhibited gratification of desires. And 
eventually television takes a key part in this Sadean ‘education’: the 
entertainment industry as disciplining agency. However, the puritan 
foundation remains. Dufour speaks of a double bind, “accelerating 
and slowing down at the same time” (ibid.: 322–323). Enjoy abun-
dantly, but consume moderately.27

The smoking Amazon grew into a solitary Marlborough man. 
Our contemporary world is monadic; we are a collection of islands in 
an ocean of commodities. The global market releases us, but not to 
set us free. It ties us to our roles of consumer and flex-worker. It ini-
tiates and stimulates the production of “individuals who are supple, 
insecure, mobile and open to all the market’s modes and variations” 
(Dufour 2008: 157). It summons us to ‘be ourselves’, but tempts us do 
to the opposite by offering all sorts of artificial identities.  I dreamed 
a dream in time gone by. Don’t let this happen to you, so is the warn-
ing that is constantly thrown at us. – Don’t have your dream killed. 
Make your wishes come true, exploit your talents, get the most out 
of yourself, even though it might be hidden. Do it quickly, do it 
now. Realise yourself, and enjoy! The promise is great, the pressure 

27 For many years already, in The Netherlands such a slogan has been an 
obligatory side text in alcohol advertising: ‘Enjoy, but drink moderately’.
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is huge, and the possibilities offered by the market are countless. 
We are in danger of becoming playthings. The late modern individ-
ual, writes Dufour, hovers between megalomania and its opposite, 
depression: “This subject is increasingly trapped between a latent 
melancholy (the depression we hear so much about), the impossibil-
ity of speaking in the first person, the illusion of omnipotence, and 
the temptation to adapt a false self, a borrowed personality or even 
the multiple personalities that are made so widely available by the 
market”. (2008: 71)

With regard to this melancholy or depression, however, 
Dufour is ambivalent and ambiguous. On the one hand he suggests 
that the depression epidemic might be “one of the most evident 
signs of resistance of the subject to the economy of the generalised 
market” (Dufour 2007b: 325/326, 2007a: 107), yet without explaining 
what kind of resistance this might be, and on the other hand he pres-
ents depression as nothing more than a shadow of perversion: “The 
depressed person is a subject that doesn’t get round to becoming 
perverse”, or rather, “the depressed person is a pervert that ignores 
himself” (Dufour 2009: 297). Now what might it be, crypto-resis-
tance or semi-perversion? Or is it both at the same time? If so, what 
exactly do these two involve?28 Dufour leaves us in the dark here. We 
should turn to the phenomenon of depression itself to find a more 
precise answer to the question of what it involves.

Dysphoria and dysrhythmia

Currently the dominating approach of mental disorders is one that 
de-subjectifies the subject, or de-individualises the individual, by 
taking the sufferer as a kind of ‘black box’, displaying certain external 

28 The same question applies to the statement by Horwitz and Wakefi eld on 
the possible “healing and reparative functions” of normal sadness, that “are 
still not understood” (Horwitz, Wakefi eld 2007: 23).



Hopeless Youth!

368

Remediated Youth?

features that count as symptoms, which are to be counteracted by 
giving medicine, administering electroshocks, inserting electrodes, 
or by applying other technological tools. And the ‘talking cure’?29 
Still there is talk, but it seems to be a matter of minor importance, the 
start-up and halting of a technocratic mechanism. This far-reach-
ing expropriation corresponds with the ‘total mobilisation’ of late 
modern globalising capitalism. One is made loose, i.e. pliable and 
versatile, and this way made receptive to the vagaries of the global 
market, as flex-worker and as trend-following consumer. And all this 
comes about, paradoxically, under the guise of ‘self-realisation’. The 
English sociologist Nikolas Rose, analysing this masquerade, uses 
Foucauldian terms like ‘regime of the self’, ‘technologies of the self’ 
and ‘technologies of subjectification’. The concepts of autonomy, 
responsibility and self-fulfilment, says Rose, are disciplining agents; 
they function as tools for the “conduct of conduct” (1998: 2, 7, 150ff, 
186).30 In other words, the social control of behaviour occurs not in 
spite of but exactly via individual self-determination.31

What should be, within this context, the line of approach 
of psychiatry and other assistance? How can we get to the heart of 
the message which depression as experience has to deliver? And in 
what way does this experience differ from the one that for ages was 
conceived as ‘melancholy’? Whatever happened to the latter expe-
rience? What happened to the ambivalence of deep despondency? 
When we try to get access to the phenomenon of depression, we 

29 Term used at the end of the nineteenth century by one of the patients 
of Joseph Breuer, Bertha Pappenheim, alias Anna. O., to describe the 
new kind of treatment, entirely based on words. See for instance http://
www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freuds-patients-serial/201201/bertha-
pappenheim-1859-1936. 

30 Cf. Rose’s essay ‘Becoming Neurochemical Selves’. There he touches on 
Ehrenberg’s depression study, declares that “such a global cultural account 
is unconvincing”, but passes over the issue of the nature of depression as 
experience (2004: 17). Cf. Ehrenberg 2010: 263.

31 We are all addicted, says Dufour, in the broadest sense of the term: “we have 
turned into our very own tyrants, having become slaves of our desires-urges” 
(French: passions-pulsions); “we regain ourselves desubjectifi ed, completely 
moved to the side of the object” (2011: 277).
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should keep, I think, the tradition of ‘heroic melancholy’ at the back 
of our minds. Evaluating this tradition the Kramerian way – which to 
my mind is, as I already stated above, the dominant view today – is 
a capital mistake. First of all because this tradition is a multiform 
one: there is no such thing as the tradition of melancholy. Secondly, 
the richness of this multiformity does not allow us to claim that 
we understand it completely; on the contrary, there is much to be 
discovered, much to be interpreted and reinterpreted. And thirdly, 
there is the real possibility that indeed depression, like melancholy, 
is ‘two-faced’, that means partly positive, opportunity, disclosure. 
Taking this possibility into account does, however, not mean opting 
for a (re)glorification of suffering. Antipsychiatric reversals of nor-
mality and madness should be avoided. What we need to do is let the 
phenomenon speak for itself. What does it have to say? What does it 
have to tell us today? What does it report to us about our position in 
these late modern times?

Depression is labelled as ‘mood disorder’, but what exactly 
is a ‘mood’?32 Traditionally, we take depression as an internal affec-
tive state, a state of disorder. It is the opposite of freedom, Kramer 
says (2005: 14). And freedom then is understood as resilience, being 
motivated, showing initiative, having an enterprising spirit. These 
qualifications could be questioned. Does sanity mean above all pos-
sessing those qualities? And is the way these traits are emphasised 
and exercised today free from insanity? Are we, late modern sub-
jects, perhaps too decisive, enterprising and versatile, and do we 
lack deliberation and consideration? And as for the other definition, 
depression as an internal state of disorder: is that the most funda-
mental interpretation of this phenomenon? In my view it is not. To 
conclude this essay I shall therefore briefly turn to the thought of 
the Belgian psychiatrist Jacques Schotte33, as an inspiring example 

32 In the most recent version of the DSM, the fi fth edition of May 2013, the 
label ‘mood disorder’, as the name of the class of disorders to which ‘major 
depressive disorder’ belongs, has been eliminated, probably because this label 
was not ‘neutral’ enough. The concept of mood is still around, but scantily.

33 Jacques Schotte (1928–2007) was a Belgian psychiatrist and psychoanalyst 
who was acquainted with, among others, Leopold Szondi and Jacques Lacan. 
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of an alternative understanding of mood and thereby of the mood 
disorder depression.

In his view on mood and pathology Schotte bases himself, 
among other texts, on the famous study Classical and Christian Ideas 
of World Harmony. Prolegomena to an Interpretation of the Word ‘Stim-
mung’ by Leo Spitzer (1963). The German word ‘Stimmung’, mood, 
is close to ‘Abstimmung’, attunement, and this latter concept is the 
starting point for Schotte’s reinterpretation of mood. Being in a 
mood means being tuned in one way or another. It is not so much an 
internal state but a way of relating to or being in the world. It is an 
accordance with the environment or ambiance, and so the possibility 
of a discordance. ‘Environment’ is understood here as the ancient 
Greek periechon (Schotte 1982: 648), which meant something like 
‘the encompassing-bearing’. It is not an extension of us; we take 
part in it, we participate. Sphere of the thymos, the ‘heart’, ‘breast’ 
or ‘soul’, in German: das Gemüt (ibid.: 642). A basic, primordial level, 
to which the term ‘relation’ does not apply; it concerns an affec-
tive being-in-the-world preceding any subject-object opposition. 
The affectivity at stake here is a pathos in the original sense: “first 
passions of the soul, through which this soul starts to appear in the 
world, to the others, and via these to itself” (ibid.: 667). An attune-
ment or distunement that takes place at a pre-intentional, pre-sub-
jective, participative level, “a level of global psychic functioning to 
which even such terms as ‘object’ and/or ‘subject’ are inappropriate, 
because of their ‘face to face’ dualistic-opposing nature”. A sphere, 
in other words, “of feeling or a unified sensing prior to any percep-
tion (which is always facing objects)”. An aesthetic life sphere, in 
the ancient Greek sense of aisthesis: feeling, sensation, Empfinden 
(Schotte 1989: 74).34

He was chiefl y active in Leuven and advocated a psychiatric approach that 
does justice to the whole human being (‘antropopsychiatry’) and took the 
view that via pathology the sources of human existence can be unlocked 
(‘pathoanalysis’).

34 Cf. Schotte 1982: 672.
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The being at issue here is not a subject yet but a pre-sub-
ject, a pré-moi participatif, a participating pre-ego: “Presubject feel-
ing-itself moving and so living-itself dying, participating rhythmi-
cally in the coming-and-going of nature and of life”. (Schotte 1982: 
670, 665–666) The basis that is found by this pre-subject is that of 
the movement of taking and being taken, holding and being held 
in the periechon, “with which he can find himself more or less in a 
‘Stimmung’, that other word for ‘harmony’” (ibid.: 667). Correspon-
dence that involves a continuous adjustment: “in a sort of reciprocal 
interiority of ‘self’ and a world constituted by others as well, who 
together with this ‘self’ (re)find themselves already on their way in 
the coming-and-going and the general anonymity of a primary par-
ticipation” (ibid.: 668). 

It is se trouver in the double sense of the French word: be 
somewhere and find oneself. Schotte refers here to a term Heidegger 
uses in Being and Time: Befindlichkeit, which Stambaugh by the way 
translates as “attunement” (Heidegger [1927] 1996: 126). Primordial 
sphere of contact, referred to with the word ‘rhythm’: in the mood a 
correspondence is executed with the environment “according to the 
tone of a situation and according to the rhythm of an exchange which 
already on this elementary-primordial ‘level’ can realize themselves 
as harmonious or, on the contrary, be analysed as more or less dis-
harmonious” (Schotte 1982: 673, 623). Correspondence that must be 
realised, so it involves as it were a ‘task’ that has to be acquitted, and 
during this discharge problems might occur: the participation can be 
in dis-cordance, the Stimmung can turn into a Verstimmung, a mood 
disturbance or dis-tunement.

These mood disturbances are in Schotte’s eyes basic problems 
in the sense that they touch the basis of human existence. ‘Patho-
analysis’ thus means investigating the human condition through the 
prism of psychiatry, which involves, first of all, gaining an insight 
into the movement of human existence. Mood disorders should be 
considered as “moment of this movement” (ibid.: 637). The ‘feeling 
presubject’ has problems with “participating productively-recep-
tively in the global ambient coming-and-going of nature and life” 
(ibid.: 637–638). Schotte’s use of dense language is an attempt to 
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find words that do justice to this sphere of primordial interwoven-
ness. ‘Environment’ for instance suggests a separation that has not 
yet happened; inside/outside, passivity/activity, receptivity/produc-
tivity, be tuned/tune in, and so on, converge here, in this dimension 
of the basic rhythmicity of life, of its primordial movement or emo-
tivity. A pre-subjective, pre-intentional movement and involvement. 
Derangement of this arrangement means dysphoria or dis-tune-
ment, a disturbance of the productive-receptive, tuned participation 
in “the steadily ongoing gravitation of life” (Schotte 1989: 72), or the 
“primordial dialectics of feeling and moving” (Schotte 1982: 643). 

Being in tune or being untuned, that’s the question. Mood 
disturbances are the via regia to the sources of human existence, 
says Schotte, and on that road depression is the sovereign to follow. 
All specific symptoms of mood disorders relate to the primordial, 
pre-subjective level, he writes, and this goes especially for depres-
sion: “weariness, heaviness and pressure, slackening of all functions 
of resonance as well as exchange: of the ‘dialogue’ with the entou-
rage or rather with the milieu, in the whole indivisibility of their 
vital, social and ‘personal’ sense, at the basic pre-personal level of 
all possible ‘personation’” (Schotte 1982: 669). Inability to enjoy, or 
even worse, to be inter-es-ted, to be related as such, and along with 
that a heightened dependency with regard to the entourage in order 
to maintain a minimum of co-movement, which strengthens the 
tendency to ‘recover’ with the help of drugs. 

Three main characteristics of depression are pointed out by 
Schotte: anhormia, lack of drive or zest, anhedonia, lack of interest or 
pleasure, and arrhythmia, disturbance of the rhythm of life. (1989: 72) 
There is a strong suggestion in Schotte’s text that this dysrhythmic-
ity is the root or the source of the other two. Schotte points in that 
direction when he writes about the temporal dimension as “the true 
primordial dimension of all living functioning” (1982: 644).35 And 
when he speaks of the primordial sphere of contact, referred to with 
the word ‘rhythm’: in the mood a correspondence is executed with 

35 Here Schotte also links bon accord, attunement, to kairos, the right moment 
or good time.
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the environment “according to the tone of a situation and according 
to the rhythm of an exchange” (ibid.: 673, 623). And the pre-subject 
he portrays pithily as follows: “Pre-subject feeling-itself moving 
and so living-itself dying, participating rhythmically in the com-
ing-and-going of nature and of life” (ibid.: 665–666). Could it be that 
our highly demanding, hyperdynamic late modern culture more and 
more, and increasingly intense, brings about a disturbance of that 
basic ‘rhythm’? Is it in the end this primordial bond which is in disor-
der? And may it be that this happens most dramatically at moments 
in life in which a re-attunement has to be made, for instance the 
moments that are linked to the so-called ‘quarter-life crisis’? 

At the end of his text ‘Comme Dans la Vie, en Psychiatrie’, 
Schotte refers to the ancient Greek poet Archilochos, quoting his 
famous line on the primal rhythm of life: “Appreciate what rhythm 
holds men” (ibid.: 673). Could lending a phenomenological ear to 
depression, as Schotte is suggesting, make us more appreciative here? 
I would like to think so. It seems to me a necessary thought, for it 
can bring us closer to our reality. These ‘neo-liberal’ times give us the 
illusion of ultimate freedom, but actually involve a new, extreme kind 
of servitude. And within this constellation depression asserts itself 
especially there where this servitude as such is making itself felt.

Concluding questions

Winding up this brief exploration of the widespread ‘discontent 
in late modern civilisation’, I come back to the WHO’s New global 
report: depression predominant cause of illness and disability among 
adolescents36 and ask again why today so many people so early in life 
are struggling with feelings of deep despondency and despair. And to 

36 http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/Life-stages/child-and-
adolescent-health/news/news/2014/05/new-global-report-depression-
predominant-cause-of-illness-and-disability-among-adolescents (12.06.2014).
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this pressing question I again add the following one: what precisely 
is the paralysing force in the alleged ‘quarter-life crisis’ of young 
adults? At least part of the answer to these questions has to be found 
in the cultural analyses presented in this essay. The ‘mood disorder’ 
depression is, among other things, the expression of a shared-but-
not-really-shared experience of being unable or unwilling to live up 
to the dominant ‘liberal’ or ‘neoliberal’ normativity of enterprising, 
flexible, interactive hyperindividuality. In other words: the ‘depres-
sion-epidemic’ – depression as a ‘common disease’ – is the down-
side of ‘Sadean’ subjectivity, it is the dark side of a type of individual 
whose passions are liberated and captivated at the same time. The 
late modern individual is a mobilised being, a subject mobilised by 
the ‘divine market’; and the state of immobility that is at the core 
of the phenomenon of clinical depression can be interpreted as the 
failure or refusal of this market mobilisation. In today’s ‘network 
society’, the heyday of image culture and social media, where inter-
activity, accessiblity and presentability are everything – especially 
for the young, so it seems – there are swarms of people all over the 
world who are unable or unwilling to be interactive, accessible and 
presentable in the wanted way. And frequently these people are 
diagnosed as ‘clinically depressed’.

Running the risk of being accused of romanticising the phe-
nomenon of depression – of constructing a ‘heroic depression’ so 
to speak – I would like to finish this essay with the following ques-
tion: Could it be that some cases of clinical depression, or maybe 
many cases, although of course not all, at least show signs of being a 
response or resistance to the passionate mobilisation by the ‘divine 
market’? Could what is termed ‘depressive disorder’ – remembering 
the melancholy of days past – not also be an impetus to contempla-
tion or reflection? De-pression: marking time, creating an intermis-
sion, interrupting the hyperdynamism of late modern culture and its 
ethos of interactive, pliable enterprise. If we allow for such a possibil-
ity, then we might wonder if this kind of interruption today gets the 
kind of  attention it needs and deserves.

•
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Boy London is a UK based street-wear label that has gained popu-
larity among many celebrities over the years including Andy War-
hol, Madonna, the Pet Shop Boys and Rihanna. The trademark of the 
recently relaunched Boy London brand is the much debated image of 
an Eagle stretching its wings over the Boy London logo1. In the orig-
inal drafts of the Eagle print from the 1970s and onwards, a swastika 
appeared inside the now newly stylized letter O. Today the company 
employs basically two kinds of logo: a simple capitalised word BOY, 
often on a white or a black background, or a German Eagle2 carry-
ing the letter O, again from the word BOY. The controversy created 

1 There are also other symbols employed by Boy London, such as for example 
a cross.

2 During the Hitler regime two kinds of Eagle symbol were used, the so called 
Reichsadler, i.e. Eagle of the German Reich, and the Parteiadler, i.e. Eagle of 
the Nazi Party, the NSDAP. The difference between these two Eagles is that 
the Eagle of the Nazi Party has its head turned into the left, whereas the 
Reichsadler is looking to the right. The Boy London Eagle has its head turned 
into to the left.
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by this originally Punk-driven label emerges from the fact that the 
Eagle figure was used by the Nazi Party in the 1930s and 1940s. 

In this case study, based on online ethnography, we analyse 
the construction of meaning in the context of the Boy London Eagle 
in the social media. In our analysis we ask what kind of meaning does 
the re-contextualisation of the Boy London Eagle from a Nazi sym-
bol to a street-wear icon produce in the blogging world. We are espe-
cially interested in the provocative nature of the Boy London Eagle 
in comparison with the commercialisation of the Punk ideology. The 
starting point of the analysis is a ‘blog storm’ – a highly debated post 
or a theme that is widely commented on by blog readers – in the 
Sharon lifestyle blog. The blog is written by Sharon Rubanovitsch 
and it is currently situated under the Indiedays Finnish blog portal 
(Sharon 2013a). 

We concentrate in our analysis on the comments that take 
the Boy London Eagle as something more than just a Nazi symbol. 
We are interested especially in the re-contextualisation of the Eagle 
and the ways this re-contextualisation is conveyed by the blog read-
ers. Instead of tackling the obvious question of whether Boy Lon-
don Eagle is intended as a token of Nazi and Neo-Nazi sympathies 
by the brand, we conclude based on the available research data that 
it is unlikely that this would the case. We recognise, however, that 
because of the provocative history of the Eagle, or rather, its stylised 
re-contextualization, it is not uncommon that this kind of interpre-
tation occurs. There is also a small minority of Neo-Nazi sympathies 
portrayed in the blog readers’ comments in Sharon’s blog, suppos-
edly because the Eagle provides a convenient symbol for the ideo-
logical purposes of the extreme right.  

See illustrations on pages 484–485. 

Temporally, the analysis focuses on the re-contextualisation of the 
Boy London Eagle through time first from the 1930s and 1940s into 
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the 1970s when Boy London was first created, finally reaching the 
contemporary scene of Western youth cultures. Our analysis con-
sists of three strategies of re-contextualisation emerging from the 
research data. The first category, parody, is reflected in the com-
ments that see Boy London’s roots in the Punk movement3 as the 
most suitable way to comprehend the message conveyed by the 
label. Parody acknowledges the provocative nature of the Boy Lon-
don Eagle as well as its opposition to Nazi ideology through degra-
dation and ridicule. In the second category of ‘Eagle as just fashion’ 
the blog readers develop no connection between Nazi ideology and 
the Eagle logo. Instead, they argue that the resemblance of these two 
Eagles is without meaning or accidental and stress that Boy Lon-
don is only a fashion label employing whatever cool and fashionable 
images available. Within the frames of the third category of ‘nor-
malisation’, there are comments that see positive elements in mak-
ing Nazi imagery part of commercial youth culture and thus making 
Nazi symbols banal.

Online ethnography as a research method 

The main method of this case study is online ethnography in the 
context of lifestyle blogs. According to sociologist Victor Jupp (2006; 
Kozinets 2006) online ethnography is a qualitative, interpretive 
research methodology that adapts traditional, in-person ethno-
graphic research techniques to the study of the online culture and 
communities. It is an open-ended practice of ethnography to the 
contingencies of the online environment (cf. Kozinets 2002; 2006: 
281; Gatson 2011; Murthy 2011).

The anonymity of the online context also means that blog-
gers and blog readers may be relatively unselfconscious about what 

3 Boy London’s history starts from the Punk movement of the 1970s. In the 
1980s and since it has, however, also been part of the British Club movement.
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they write since their identities can be hidden (Hookway 2008: 93). 
Like the majority of online research strategies, ethnography applied 
in virtual contexts also enable access to groups of people otherwise 
geographically or socially removed from the researcher (Hessler et 
al. 2003; Mann, Stewart 2000; quot. in Hookway 2008: 93). In this 
case study it is especially the mobility of meaning in the process of 
re-contextualisation that lies at the centre of our analysis.

Blogging is “the reverse-chronological posting of individu-
ally authored entries, which include the capacity to provide hyper-
text links and often allow comment-based responses from readers” 
(Bruns, Jacobs 2006: 2). The definition shows how blogs as a genre 
combine individual self-expression and interactive forms of com-
puter-based communication through links and comments (Lövheim 
2011: 4; cf. Herring et al. 2005). The community aspect to blogs 
occurs through comments on the blog where interaction takes place 
between the author and blog readers as well as between blog read-
ers, who can potentially form communal relationships (cf. Rettberg 
2008: 21–22). 

Blogs resembling a form of online diaries represent a pop-
ular space for young people to write about their everyday lives and 
publish their thoughts on the Internet (Chittenden 2010: 505). The 
participation in virtual communities and social network sites today 
is firmly embedded in the culture of young people growing up as 
“digital natives” (Palfrey, Glasser 2008)4. Lifestyle blogs represent a 
valuable resource especially for young women to actively construct 
their cultural and social identities. They are not just about fashion, 
but include different aspects of the everyday life and lifestyle of the 
writer ranging from living and interior decorating, music, leisure, 
travel, relationships and fashion to food culture. (Noppari, Hauta-
kangas 2012: 18)

4 The concept of digital native has also been criticised because of its general 
nature; alongside age, other factors that correlate with frequent use of the 
Internet are, for example, gender and socio-economic factors. See for example 
Helsper, Eynon 2009. 
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While much research has focused on the effects of media use 
and content of youth culture, many of the political and economic 
factors involved with youth and media are often underplayed or 
ignored by academic researchers (Wasko 2008). We argue that it is 
necessary to grasp this process more completely to be able to fully 
understand the relationship between contemporary youth culture, 
such as lifestyle blogs and the commercialisation of the Punk ideol-
ogy reflected by the Boy London label.

Both blog storms as well as the data sets created by blog 
storms are frequent although relatively rare phenomena in the 
blogosphere. It reflects a whole variety of interpretations attached 
to the Boy London Eagle and thus provides an enlightening starting 
point for the analysis. Secondly, the posts and blog comments are 
public data readily available for research. In, for example, Facebook 
and even in Pinterest, the level of privacy varies depending on a par-
ticular user and creates a myriad of problems ranging from availabil-
ity and privacy of the data to research ethics. Additionally, the com-
ments to the two original blog posts reflect a special kind of network 
among the blog readers based on dialogue. The comments do not 
represent isolated views of individual commentators, but a process 
of communication, where the meaning of the Boy London Eagle is 
negotiated by the blogger herself and the blog readers commenting 
on the post.

“Where does the limit go?” 

In October 2013 Sharon wrote a post on the Boy London label under 
the title “Where does the limit go” (2013b) highlighting the close 
resemblance of the iconic Boy London Eagle and the Nazi Eagle. 
Although Sharon is a popular writer on the Finnish lifestyle scene, 
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it is unusual that a single post would gather 520 comments5 includ-
ing Sharon’s own contribution to the debate in a relatively short 
period of time (23.10.–11.11.2013). Our case study includes another 
post by Sharon commenting on Boy London titled “Oh Boy” (2013c). 
The second post was published three days after the first, while the 
original blog storm was still going strong, and generated a total of 
42 responses in little over a week (26.10.–3.11.2013).

In her posts Sharon ponders upon the dramatic change of 
attitude she experienced regarding the Boy London Eagle and the 
label itself, when she first realised that the Eagle she as a Jewish 
person had admired and worn before had also been used as a Nazi 
symbol:

The first time I ran into the label [Boy London] in 
question, it was a few years ago while I was travelling 
abroad and I took fancy to the interesting print and 
the simple, stylistic clothes. [...] In the summer [2013] 
I downloaded a photo into my Facebook profile, where 
I posed in a Boy shirt. I immediately got a phone call from 
a concerned relative of mine asking to take the photo down 
out of respect to my religion. (Sharon 2013b)

At first Boy London was just another, albeit a desirable, fashion label 
among others. The design looked appealing and although the Eagle 
was a visible part of the brand, there was no indication of any polit-
ical or racist connotations to the label. The politically neutral pre-
disposition of the Eagle was further enhanced by the high profile the 
brand was given in the commercial world: how could, for example, 
an African-American pop star such as Rihanna be endorsing a right-
wing, Nazi, movement? After realising the origins of the particular 
kind of Eagle portrayed in the Boy London logo, Sharon’s view of Boy 
London was completely changed: 

5 According to Sharon (2013d) there were about 20 comments to the “Where 
does the limit go” blog post that she had to leave unpublished due to their 
abusive nature.  



383

“It is not just another symbol”: Constructing 
the Boy London Eagle in a Finnish Lifestyle Blog

Riitta Hänninen and Tommi Kotonen

As you can see, the resemblance [between the Boy 
London Eagle and the Nazi Eagle] is clear. You don’t have 
to wonder why in the Boy London logo there is an Eagle 
standing on the letter “O”. When I realised this I deleted in 
a second all the photos where I have the shirt on from the 
Facebook. I got rid of both the shirts from my wardrobe, 
told my friends what I had realised and started to look for 
more information from the Internet. It gives me the shivers 
even to look at that logo. (Sharon 2013b)

Like many of her reader’s Sharon is also aware of the provocative 
Punk-attitude of the Boy London Eagle. Her criticism towards the 
Eagle is thus not advocated by the lack of knowledge regarding the 
history of the symbol, but rather the fact that there are still many 
survivors of the Holocaust alive including some Jewish relatives of 
hers. According to Sharon it would not be respectful towards these 
people or the Jewish religion in general to wear the Eagle knowing 
about the symbol’s Nazi past. 

It is interesting to observe how the meaning of the Boy Lon-
don Eagle can change “in a second”, as was the case with Sharon 
when she first discovered the resemblance between the two Eagles. 
The same also applies to the various cultural contexts shaping the 
meaning of the Eagle. The ambivalence of the changing frames of 
interpretation is apparent especially in the comment field, where 
Sharon’s readers discuss how the Boy London Eagle should be read 
and what it is really about.

The debate originating from Sharon’s blog is not confined to 
the blogosphere. Boy London Eagle has also been discussed widely 
throughout social media including, for example, Facebook and Twit-
ter as well as other blogs both in and out of Finland. In this analysis 
we focus on these two blog post and especially the comments of the 
blog readers. There is also a number of other blogs and articles as 
well as a thematic interview with the blogger Sharon employed as a 
secondary source of research material in our analysis.  
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Nazi imagery in rock and fashion: 
a history of causing a stir 

Conventional military attire became popular in the late 1960s, when 
fashion shifted away from the psychedelic and decorative style of the 
Hippies to a simpler army surplus look. Hippie pacifists wore peace 
symbols on their military parkas as counter-symbols to the supposed 
authoritarianism and militarism of the state. During the mid-1970s, 
Punks adopted a wide range of military elements into their dress: 
dyed and torn combat trousers with lots of pockets, army boots or 
Doc Martens’ work shoes, camouflage gear, cartridge belts, and long 
dark-green leather ‘Gestapo’ coats. Low cost and durability were 
important prerequisites for street style clothing and for those who 
lived on the streets. Altered military clothing also created a menac-
ing look so that people kept their distance. (Richard 2005: 106)   

In the US, where the Stooges’ Ron Asheton had flaunted 
a swastika as far back as in 19696, the Ramones and the editors of 
the Punk magazine – established in 1975 – dabbled in Nazi imagery 
espousing a trashy, grooveless, inauthentic and distinctly white aes-
thetic, without ever tipping into outright racism: “I don’t think any-
one wanted to read too much depth into it: it was more emotional,” 
says Legs McNeil the co-founder of the magazine. The critic Lester 
Bangs attributes this vogue to “a reaction against Hippie countercul-
ture and what a lot of us regarded as its pious pussyfooting around 
questions of racial and sexual identity, questions we were quite pre-
pared to drive over with bulldozers”. (Lynskey 2012: 344)

Even though Boy London re-launched itself just few years 
ago, in 2012, it has deep roots in the history of Western youth culture 
and street fashion. The same also applies to the use of provocative 
Nazi imagery in the fashion industry as a whole. Some fashion items 
with swastikas on them, have gained iconic status. For example 

6 Already in 1966 Brian Jones, a member of the Rolling Stones, used a Nazi 
uniform in a photo session, crushing a doll under his foot and bearing a 
swastika armband (Downes, Madeley 2013: 87).
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Vivienne Westwood’s Punk T-shirt “Destroy” designed in 1976, only 
one year before Boy London opened its doors under the name Acme 
Attractions in Chelsea, London, is now part of the collections of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Arts.  

Punk movement was, and partly still is, closely associated 
with the rising right-wing extremism in 1970s Great Britain. With 
the Punks’ involvement in the Rock against Racism (RAR) movement 
juxtaposition with racist skinheads is obvious. RAR also played an 
important role in de-glamourising and eventually eradicating the 
use of the swastika within the Punk subculture itself (Moore 2004: 
315). According to sociologist Dick Hebdige (1979: 116) the Punk sub-
culture grew up partly as an antithetical response to the re-emer-
gence of racism in the mid-1970s. The use of swastikas did not rep-
resent any fascist leaning. Instead, according to Hebdige, it was worn 
because it was guaranteed to shock (ibid.: 116). Thus the shock value 
of Nazi imagery was in this particular sense of the term empty of 
meaning and driven by the controversy it caused rather than any 
specific ideological or political structure. 

As cultural historian Roger Sabin points out, in previous 
studies Punk has been seen as an anti-racist movement, but this is 
not the whole picture. There was obviously a certain level of sol-
idarity towards Afro-Caribbean youth, which, however, was more 
a product of class solidarity and shared rebellious attitude than 
anti-racism. The Punk movement was born out of the same political 
recession that had produced the rise of the extreme right activity. 
(Sabin 1999a: 207–211)

The reactions of the fashion industry regarding the use of 
the Nazi imagery in Boy London’s design have been relatively mea-
ger. Nevertheless it has stirred some controversy, especially in Ger-
many, where there are several laws limiting the use of Nazi sym-
bols such as the swastika. The Reichsadler or the Parteiadler, i.e. the 
National Eagle and the Party Eagle (the insignia of the Nazi Party) 
are in fact not forbidden based on the Eagle per se, but because there 
is a swastika included in both versions of the symbol. (See Bundes-
amt für Verfassungsschutz 2013: 57)
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There have been several cases in which the use of the Eagle 
has lead to juridical consequences in Germany. The Reichsadler has 
for example been mentioned as one of the reasons for the ban on 
Neo-Nazi organisations (ibid.: 40). The Eagle has also been listed as 
one of the distinguishing characteristics of people supporting the 
extreme right (ibid.: 63). Somewhat peculiar is the case of the Cons-
daple shirt with an Eagle logo. The shirt has been criminalised in 
cases in which it is worn with a jacket in such a way that only the 
letters “NSDAP” 7 are visible. 

The controversy regarding Boy London has also been noticed 
by some German anti-fascist networks, especially by the Netz gegen 
Nazis [Network against Nazis] supported by the Amadeu-Antonio 
Foundation, and the anti-fascist initiative Bürgerinnen und Bürger 
gegen extreme Rechte [Citizens against the Extreme Right]. This was 
after ClubKid, a street wear retailer in Düsseldorf, started to sell Boy 
London to its customers. The retailer distances itself from anything 
Nazi-related in a statement published at its Facebook site:

The logo of the British label includes an eagle, which 
is very similar to the Reichsadler of the Third Reich. 
Naturally, we are aware of this. But the fact is: BOY 
London is absolutely not a right-wing label – just the 
opposite. It was established in 1976 at a time of radical 
change in society, and found supporters among marginal 
groups like punks, artists and for example homosexuals. 
(Cit. Bürgerinnen und Bürger gegen extreme Rechte 
2013)

ClubKid refers also to the wide circulation of the label in the Club 
movement and among prominent people like pop star Rihanna. The 
shop wants everyone make up their own mind and just enjoy the 
fashion, to have fun with it. The Citizens against the Extreme Right 
initiative replied on its website that “fascistic symbols should not 

7 NSDAP is an acronym for the Nazi Party offi cially known as the National-
sozialistische Deutsche Arbeitspartei. Regarding the criminalisation of the 
Consdaple T-shirt, see Landgericht Neuruppin (2013). 
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be made as a matter of course. They should not be brought to the 
middle of society and whitewashed through fashion items! What 
we need is not half-hearted detachment but an end to the sale of 
Boy London items in Germany! We need no new Nazi fashion openly 
showing the NSDAP party Eagle” (ibid.). 

Journalist and leader of the Netz gegen Nazis network, Alice 
Lanzke agrees with the position taken by the initiative: “Boy Lon-
don certainly cannot be described generally as a Nazi label, but their 
clothes are popular in the Nazi scene because of the fascist symbol” 
(Sat 2013). According to Lanzke, the label does not want to reach 
Nazis on purpose, but it does want to provoke controversy. Follow-
ing the lines of thought also represented by Sharon in her blog posts, 
Lanzke adds that “it is frightening that Nazi symbols are finding 
their way into the mainstream”.  

Boy London Eagle as parody and provocation 

The connection between Boy London and the Punk movement 
was for many blog readers an obvious contextual frame that they 
themselves adopted when explaining the ways the label employs 
Nazi symbols in its design. This was especially due to the fact that 
parody and shocking juxtapositions were, and still are, the modus 
operandi in Punk (Moore 2004: 307). Parody and provocation pro-
vided the Punks a secondary aim, for which certain shocking items, 
for example, Nazi imagery and especially swastikas were used in the 
1970s. The primary goal was to deconstruct the system of meaning 
reflected by the dominant culture and its ideologies. 

Forms of societal protest have a tendency to change their 
appearance over time. The process by which the older forms of 
controversy sedimentate and become clichés is called hyperinfla-
tion. Despite an accelerated pace of style innovation in the 1990s 
the “dissident youth subcultures” were far less able to arouse moral 
panic. (Clark 2003: 229) A similar idea was presented earlier by Dick 
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Hebdige focusing on the context of the commercialisation of West-
ern youth culture. Hebdige stated that as soon as the original inno-
vations, which signify “subculture”, are translated into commodities 
and made generally available, they become “frozen” (1979: 96; cf. 
Laing 1978: 127).

The process of commercialisation has led to a situation in 
which the marginal symbols of the Punk subculture are now part of 
the world of mainstream fashion. Although there has been an infla-
tion of the provocative signs in late-modern Western society, there 
still seems to be one group of signifiers that is still able to stir con-
troversy, especially through commercialisation: Nazi imagery. It can 
be argued that Nazi imagery is today an even more efficient tool for 
provocation than it was in the heyday of the Punk movement in the 
1970s. There has been a huge growth in awareness of the Holocaust 
over the past few decades accompanied with the so called “Holo-
caust industry” with its museums, documentary films and of course 
the popular representations of the era such, as cinema (Novick 2001: 
209–214). Whether it is because of the inflation of subcultural signs 
in the fashion industry in general or the growing awareness on the 
Holocaust, the swastika has become a rare symbol in the contempo-
rary world of fashion.

Cultural resistance often seeks out symbols that are central 
to the existing structures of a given society. It can also be noted that 
rebellion of Western youth cultures is a relative phenomenon: the 
more important a part of the society the symbol, ideology or struc-
ture of meaning play, the more radical the re-contextualisation of 
this entity will appear. (Hänninen 2012: 69–70; Lähteenmaa 1996: 
102–103; Becker 1963) In this light it is not surprising that symbols 
such as the Eagle are prone to cause confusion in the mainstream. 
This is true even when the intention of the re-contextualisation is 
not to promote Nazi sympathies or endorse Nazism, but quite the 
opposite: to battle Nazism using its symbols as means of ridicule 
and degradation.

In the blog comments, where the Punk-spirit of the Boy 
London label was considered as an explanatory element demarcat-
ing the meaning of the Eagle, there was a dual logic emerging from 
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the provocation. Alongside with the criticism of the ideologies of 
the prevalent Western society, it is precisely the Nazism as well as 
other similar, distinctly political phenomena, that can be found at 
the receiving end of the spectrum: 

It’s part of the Punk spirit to provoke using Nazi stuff. 
That’s been the case since the famous Sid & Nancy pics 
[Sid Vicious, the bassist of the Sex Pistols and his Jewish 
girlfriend Nancy Spungen]. The same also goes with Che 
Guevara and the old CCCP / hammer and sickle stuff. I 
mean, you now also have Osama Bin Laden printed on 
Abandon Ship’s 220 Euro T-shirt. So the worse it is the 
better. And it’s only good that people are taking the piss 
out of the Nazis. (“Maniac” 29.10.20138)

As the commentator Maniac points out, a variety of symbols, even 
from opposite ideological leanings, can be used as a vehicle of social 
criticism interchangeably. Hence, the relevance of the symbols lies 
in their ability to oppose the mainstream culture and not in the 
ideological content of a provocative symbol. Things that are consid-
ered sinister or downright evil in mainstream culture work as tools 
for dusting off old habits and patterns of thought:  

Shaking things, black humour and being politically 
incorrect is exactly what’s going on here if the creator of 
the label has really been an old-school punk rocker. The 
whole idea is that somebody gets livid, another offended, 
and someone hurts their feelings; it’s about provoking 
emotions and discussion. (“Anonymous” 24.10.2013) 

The idea of ‘taking the piss out of the Nazis’ was a common line of 
argument prevalent in the whole of research data. There were also 
several comments made on the connection between the provocation 

8 Although all citations in this article are originally written in Finnish and 
translated by the writers, not all of the pseudonyms are originally in Finnish, 
but rather they are in English. There is an English translation of the Finnish 
pseudonym available in the citations where the pseudonym itself bears 
additional cultural meaning important to the analysis. The citations are 
proofread by Anna Sinkkonen. 



Hopeless Youth!

390

Remediated Youth?

and commercialisation of Punk. For example, the blog reader above, 
who previously saw positive elements in the provocation, contem-
plates that stirring things a bit might actually be a good thing for 
the marketing of the brand: “It’s [the discussion around Boy Lon-
don and the Punk movement] mostly angry talk and ranting or being 
offended and sad, but at least nobody is shrugging their shoulders 
thinking ‘blaah’. And then everyone will remember Boy London.” 
(“Anonymous” 24.10.2013). Inverting the idea of cause and effect, 
another blog reader also concludes that it is obvious Boy London is 
not an advocate of Nazi ideology, since that would be harmful to the 
commercial aspirations of the label: “The brand most likely doesn’t 
support Nazism, because that would cause a shit storm and be a bad 
business move” (“Kaikilta menee pointti ohi” – Everybody is missing 
the point 25.10.2013). 

Rebellion and anarchy were the key components of the 1970s 
Punk subculture. In the case of the Boy London Eagle, however, this 
sinister symbol can also be interpreted as a token of freedom in the 
wider sense of the concept:

Although the logo is very questionable, it was not intended 
to defend the Nazi ideology, but rather to tell society to get 
lost and cause offence. The logo had thus been detached 
from its original context in order to seek attention, and in 
this case it was turned into one that it symbolises a specific 
kind of freedom. (“Laura P” 23.10.2013 11:10)

The connection between the Boy London Eagle and the Punk move-
ment is obvious in the comment field. Notwithstanding, the elab-
oration of the specifics of this connection is difficult: blog readers 
only seldom clarify what it means to be free, or why it is important 
to seek out freedom. However, more important factor in the light of 
the comments analysed here is that Punk ideology is not really that 
important for many of the commentators. Symbols and logos bor-
rowed from Punk imagery serve as building material for one’s own 
style rather than as elements for ideological identification. From 
this point of view the Eagle is more of a question of fashion than a 
political statement.    
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The conflict between blog readers who embrace the Punk 
origins of the Boy London Eagle and those who see Boy London as 
a corruptive, dangerous movement endorsing Nazi ideology is clear. 
Although the commentators do not consider the Boy London Eagle 
as a Nazi symbol per se, they do think that the Eagle is something 
too sinister and volatile to play with. Removing a symbol from its 
subcultural context into the world of fashion and commercialisa-
tion also heightens the controversy, as the readers of the Boy Lon-
don Eagle are no more familiar with its history or the connection to 
its original cultural context. There is a certain ambivalence to these 
symbols, but also something that endures: although the subcultural 
symbol has already frozen and thus become a cliché it is still con-
troversial enough to cause an enormous havoc within mainstream 
culture.    

Boy London Eagle as ‘just fashion’

There were quite a few commentators in the research data arguing 
that they would use Boy London or similar brands even if they were 
using a symbol with Nazi connotations attached to it. The provoc-
ative aspects of the Eagle made little difference to these commen-
tators. Some of the blog readers found the Boy London Eagle just a 
nice and fashionable decorative item with a cool, street-smart over-
tone to it. Others pointed out that the Eagle is only another sym-
bol among others, and that the Nazis do not ‘own’ it. There is also a 
group of commentators stating that the whole commotion around 
the Boy London Eagle is just a case of an over-interpretation. 

It is a common assumption in the research literature that the 
flamboyant dress of the youth subcultures always has some kind of a 
political agenda that they carry opposing the structures of the dom-
inant Western society. Nazi symbols are seen for example as man-
ifestations of an anti-establishment attitude and taboo-breaking, 
aiming at a “shock-effect” (see Laing 1978: 127). It is of course true 
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that this message exists, especially if one is a member of the Punk 
subculture consciously embracing a given set of values and ideolo-
gies. It is important to notice, however, that especially in the com-
mercialised contexts in youth street culture this is not always the 
case: stylistic expression does not necessarily convey any clear-cut 
meaning or message. (Hänninen 2012: 66; cf. Thompson 2004: 29) In 
these situations the symbol or other element of, for example, dress 
just exists. It can of course serve as vehicles of self-expression, dis-
tinction, as well as create a sense of communality, but other than 
that the element is ideologically ‘empty’.

According to some of the blog readers the meaning of the 
Eagle depends upon how the people who wear Boy London or the 
people who see the label worn, for example in the street, feel about 
the symbol. There should not be any historical truth or original 
meaning governing the right and wrong interpretations attached to 
the Eagle: “In my opinion the symbol is nice and I’m certainly not 
going to stop using it and I hope people won’t be labeled as support-
ers of Hitler because of this ridiculous thing” (“Anna” 24.10.2013). A 
common mode of reply to a possible condemnation of the commen-
tators was defiance: “I’m against racism, but I also think that things 
have to be put in proper perspective. I intend to keep on using my 
Boy shirt, and if someone wants to whine about it to me then so be 
it.” (“anette” 24.10.2013)

Looking back into the 1970s journalist Mark Sinker sees a cer-
tain kind of an anti-fashion trend in the Punk movement. According 
to Sinker, everything used to be fashion, and one was free to choose 
one’s clothes without any limitations being set by the fashion indus-
try. Today, when the fashion industry is bigger than ever and the 
world is filled with ideologies embedded to fashion and dress in gen-
eral, this would be utopia: 

They only wanted a world where what you wore was all 
just fashion: where how you look isn’t who you are. A world 
healed, a world purged. When right prevailed, these signs 
would pass unmarked – and until then, we lived in unreal 
time. (Sinker 1999: 124)
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Although for Sinker the free choice is still utopia, there are several 
commentators in Sharon’s blog arguing that freedom is already 
here. The connection between the Nazi symbols and Nazism itself 
was also contested: “What does it matter if someone idolizes a Nazi 
symbol so long as they do not idolize Nazism?” (“nana” 23.10.2013). 
As a caveat “nana” refers to the intentions of the designer, which was 
a point also raised by another blog reader: “I believe that the artist 
has just focused on the external elements of the logo instead of its 
purpose” (“Läpikulkija” – Passing through 24.10.2013). In the eyes of 
“Läpikulkija”, the similarity between the Boy London Eagle and the 
Nazi symbol “does not mean a thing” even if the Boy London Eagle 
was inspired by a Nazi version of the symbol, as it clearly was. 

Some of the commentators arguing that Boy London is ‘just 
fashion’ also pointed out that the reuse of the symbol in a new con-
text has already destroyed the original meaning of the sign and its 
connotations. In this light the re-contextualisation thus renders the 
symbol harmless: even if the logo [Boy London Eagle] looks pretty 
similar [in comparison with the Nazi Eagle], it’s still not the same 
logo” (“Jormasein” 25.10.2013). It is not the origin of the Eagle that 
is important, but the context where it is employed: “the use of that 
logo out of its context waters down the original meaning of the logo” 
(ibid.). 

The last commentator takes his stand to the extreme claim-
ing that re-contextualisation makes the symbol empty of any pre-
fixed meaning outside of it being just another Eagle. There were also 
several other blog readers who went against alleged over-interpre-
tation or hyper-sensitive attitudes towards the symbol. The connec-
tions between Boy London, Nazis and the Holocaust were seen to be 
made too lightly. It was also implicated that these over-interpreta-
tions were created on purpose by inventing connections that are not 
really there: 

If they happen to look great, and they only begin to remind 
you of injustices and become inappropriate in your eyes 
when someone is imposing this opinion and doing research 
on this, then can’t you just let it pass and ignore the 
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unpleasant, forced associations and in that way remove 
the negative effect that the useless symbols have [...]? 
(“Anonymous” 25.10.2013)

Going mainstream: commercialised use 
of extremist symbols

Finding new recruits through popular culture has been one of the 
main trends in the extreme right movement since the early 1990s. 
The music industry, particularly, has played a central role in this 
development: music serves as an easily approachable introduction 
to extremist ideas and provides a starting point for socialisation into 
right-wing organisations (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz 2007; 
Langebach and Raabe 2013; cf. Macklin 2013).

One of the less studied aspects of the extremist subcultures 
is fashion. Sociologist Cynthia Miller-Idriss (2012: 16) points out that 
marrying right-wing ideology and its symbols with popular culture 
and fashion has in fact transformed the right-wing extremist subcul-
tures. Buying a bomber jacket, shaving one’s head and donning com-
bat boots are no longer the entry points to the right-wing scene. As 
the new right-wing extremist brands are often indistinguishable in 
style from other clothing popular among young people, the barriers 
between the mainstream and the extremist regimes are crumbling. 

The commercialised forms of extremist youth culture use 
several kinds of strategy to enter the mainstream, such as making 
general references to the national, heroic past of the Nordic race or 
using other nationalist symbols not usually connected to Nazism. 
Neo-Nazis employ coded words and images in order to implicate 
their connection to Nazism. According to Miller-Idriss (2012: 19), the 
game-playing aspect of subverting cultural boundaries may provide 
young people with a sense of power and secrecy. One element of this 
play is the non-extremist products that have been assigned with new 
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meaning. For example, a Lonsdale T-shirt9 is a popular item among 
the extreme right, because the four letters in the middle of the word 
“Lonsdale” is almost identical to the abbreviation NSDAP.  

Fashion researcher Laura K. Kidd (2011) sees an imminent dan-
ger in trivialisation and commercialisation of Nazi imagery. When 
Nazi-inspired fashion appears as costume play (i.e., cosplay) or is 
showcased on runways, it becomes a form of entertainment. This 
trivialises Nazi ideology: people become conditioned and pre-dis-
posed to accept these fashions because of their repeated exposure. 
According to Kidd there is thus a danger that as it is associated with 
commonplace, everyday popular cultural images, the ideology of, for 
example, a hate group could appear normal and mainstream. (Ibid.: 
C21–C22) In this light it is surprising that many commentators in 
Sharon’s blog saw bringing Nazi imagery to the mainstream as a 
positive development. According to one of the commentators, the 
universal usage of the Nazi symbols deconstructs the ideology of the 
Neo-Nazis as it “strips the symbol [Boy London Eagle] from its right-
wing connotations” and by “taking the symbol away from them, you 
also take away visibility and force from them, disarm them” (“Jay” 
23.10.2013).

“Jay” also mentioned that usage of the Boy London Eagle 
outside Neo-Nazi circles helps to remove “the wrong connotations or 
at least reduce them”. The ideological value of the Boy London Eagle 
is semantically reduced through commercialisation for it is now used 
by people who do not subscribe to right-wing extremist ideology. The 
commentator aims for a certain kind of disenchantment or devalu-
ation of the Eagle by using it as an everyday expression of style and 
fashion. Stripping the right-wing of its power over the old symbols 
such as the Eagle is thus regarded as a sign of progress from right-
wing extremism and racism towards the equality of mankind.  

According to some of the commentators ‘banalisation’ of the 
Nazi symbols may help to overcome the fears raised by Nazism. The 

9 Lonsdale is a mainstream brand that manufactures sporting gear. It does not 
have any connections to the extreme right. 
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use of the Boy London Eagle by Afro-Americans like Rihanna is seen 
as disgracing the extremist connotations of the symbol: “Rihanna, 
Rita Ora and Jessie J all belong to some minority by being either 
black or bisexual … when they wear that symbol, it is more like a spit 
at the Nazis than support for them” (“pakko sanoa...” – I have to tell 
you... 25.10.2013 01:56). The re-contextualisation of the Boy London 
Eagle is considered to empower people over the right-wing extremist 
regime: 

You should ask how Neo-Nazis will distinguish themselves 
if a group of people they repress wears a symbol similar 
to theirs? Take the power over you into your own hands. 
(“Oman totuuden puolesta” – Speaking on behalf of 
your own truth 25.10.2013) 

There is a strong resemblance between the connotations raised by 
the Boy London Eagle and the swastika used by the members of 
the Punk movement. According to some of the Punks interviewed 
by journalist Jon Savage in his book The England’s Dreaming Tapes 
([1991] 2010: 40) it is possible to personally stand against the swas-
tika, but understand that other people wearing the symbol may 
defend the same idea by incorporating the symbol into their dress. It 
is all about demystifying the symbol, devaluing the swastika as well 
as defusing the horrors embodied in the swastika by adopting it as a 
part of one’s everyday life. (Savage [1991] 2010: 40, 286, 478) 

According to one of the Punks interviewed by Savage ([1991] 
2010: 40) “it’s all stories handed down – handed down twice by then, 
it was history”. The passage suggests that history consists of layers 
of representations made by people gone long ago, and that there is 
nothing to be afraid or touchy about it. However, the evil portrayed 
in the blog reader’s comments is elusive. It is not easy to pinpoint 
the exact source or object of the fear. Nazism and its symbols are still 
present in popular culture, but they are almost completely removed 
from their original historical context. The end result of the popular 
cultural re-contextualisation of the Nazi imagery can thus be read 
as an abstraction: it strives to indiscriminate evil as a whole, but in 
specific terms the re-contextualisation fails to give any real shape 
or meaning to that evil (Abbenhuis, Buttsworth 2010: xii). According 
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to Hebdige (1979: 121), this was also what happened to the ideas and 
symbols borrowed by Punk culture: deprived from all the necessary 
details (a name, a home and a history), Punk culture and its symbols 
refused to be grounded or ‘read back’ to their origins. 

Discussion

The paradox of the Boy London Eagle is that it was born in the con-
text of the anti-fashion subculture of Punk in the 1970s, entertaining 
the anarchistic sentiments of the Punk era. At the same time, how-
ever, the Eagle has become a highly commercialised youth cultural 
item designed to produce economic gain. As the Boy London Eagle 
is removed temporally from the socio-cultural and political contexts 
of 1970s and 1980s Britain into the fast tracks of 21st century com-
mercialised youth culture and the world of fashion, it is remarkable 
how the original paradox prevails: even now, when the Boy London 
label is sold all around the world including web shops and high street 
department stores, the brand continues to showcase itself as a part 
of the anti-fashion and anti-establishment elite. 

The paradox described above presents itself as a kind of an 
echo from the early years of Boy London, but is not uncommon in 
youth culture in general either. The basic idea in advertising and 
branding is to sell products, but also tangible ideas and images (Hän-
ninen 2012). In order to transform a youth cultural element such as 
the Boy London Eagle into a product, it is necessary to maintain the 
authenticity of the ‘commodity’ – a quality that makes the product 
believable and desirable – but in such a way that it appeals to the 
masses of the mainstream. This is also what happened in Punk at 
very early stages of the movement. The Punk style was transformed 
into a fashion trend by the fashion industry, where it acted as a reju-
venating element (see Laing 1978: 127; Hebdige 1979: 96). 

As for the blog readers, Punk ideology itself did not seem to 
be all that relevant in its own right. It was more important to employ 
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the Punk elements as building material for one’s own style. However, 
the Boy London Eagle was interpreted by some commentators as a 
re-contextualised item symbolising freedom or anti-authoritarian-
ism, even if the target of the rebellion could not be clearly defined. 
Nevertheless, the alleged authenticity and rebellion were still an 
alluring part of Boy London’s wear including the Eagle. Interestingly 
enough, many of the commentators found that the logic of commer-
cialisation could also be re-targeted against the ‘dark side’ of the 
Eagle, such as the Nazi and Neo-Nazi connotations attached to sym-
bol. It is true that the process of commercialisation might tame the 
rebellious and anarchistic aspects of Punk style. Reciprocally this 
re-contextualisation also makes the very same symbols that before 
were seen as sinister, dangerous and even hurtful, banal. 

Despite the blog storm analysed in this article, the con-
troversy around Boy London and its logo has so far been relatively 
small-scale. The question of the possible Nazi connotations of the 
Boy London label has mainly been scrutinised in anti-fascist circles 
and the Jewish media. Discussion has also taken place in a few other 
lifestyle blogs in Finland which comment on the themes raised by 
Sharon. The majority of the coverage on the re-launch of Boy Lon-
don has, however, very little to say on the Boy London Eagle or any 
controversial issues around it.

In order to arbitrate the implications of this ‘non-contro-
versy’, we have focused on the re-contextualisation of the Eagle 
among the blog readers in Sharon’s blog. We have to a large degree 
left out of our analysis interpretations that portray the Eagle as a 
Nazi symbol, for these connotations have little to say about the basic 
structure and logic of the re-contextualisation as a semantic process 
portraying the Punk ideology. 

From a methodological point of view the blog storm opens up 
an interesting view of the ‘silent majority’ of people endorsing Boy 
London. In everyday life it can be difficult to get information on why 
exactly someone chooses to wear potentially controversial clothing. 
This is because fashion and style represent visual means of individ-
ual expression often lacking the verbal aspects of human communi-
cation (Hänninen 2012). Controversy can also be a non-issue, thus 
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rendering itself invisible. In a blog storm, however, when somebody 
raises the issue regarding for example the meaning and the origins 
of the Boy London Eagle by openly criticising it, as was done by Sha-
ron, obscurity is momentarily unveiled. As we have demonstrated in 
our analysis, it is in the ways the blog readers respond to Sharon’s 
views of the Eagle, arguing, criticising and sometimes even agreeing 
with each other that the elusive meaning of the Boy London Eagle is 
negotiated. 

•
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Introduction

The present text has the objective of accounting for recent reincar-
nations of the flâneur. The exercise is, therefore, to track this figure 
in late-modern societies. Also to re-think the notion of transgres-
sion, changing in a world obsessed with changes, whereby limits 
appear increasingly loss and ‘think out of the box’ is stressed as a 
mean to innovation. Methodologically, I draw on multiple examples 
that help to reflect on contemporary transgressions as well as on 
classic authors that were inspired by the flâneur. Zygmunt Bauman 
(1994) enhances the rehearsing character of the original flâneur, 
its contingency of meaning, its playfulness, bringing about its own 
social order. And nonetheless, Bauman argues that the transforma-
tion of this figure into a costumer is practically unavoidable: “at the 
end of the day, the dividing line has blurred.  It is no more clear what 
(who) is the object of consumption, who (what) is the consumer” 

1 Thanks to Marcos, Marika, Max, Patrick, Pille, Simon and Siobhan for their 
comments and encouragement while writing this text.
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(ibid.: 146). With certain drops of pessimism, Bauman claims that 
the contemporary flâneur has been reduced to a costumer in a mall 
or to a travelling player. He then concludes that today anyone with 
passionate eyes a heroic constitution would refuse being a flâneur 
(ibid.: 156). I will contest this opinion by giving contemporary exam-
ples of flâneur-like acts that engage with the public space in a play-
ful, transversal and affective interaction. 

The presence of the flâneur appears traditionally as a slap 
in the face of public taste, strolling around under the influence of 
a wonderful and strange knowledge, as though having suffered a 
revelation. Flâneurs are capable to test borders and establish new 
connections and disruptions across the public sphere. They provide 
an opportunity for empathy with others and recreate the limits and 
structure of the social system. There are some differences between 
the original and the contemporary flâneur, however. Nowadays they 
have to demonstrate a constant mastering of self-exposure and a 
higher degree of ambivalence in order to avoid fixation, keep the 
options open and demand a more inclusive organisation. For Kramer 
and Short, today’s flânerie translates their wanderings into a combi-
nation of art and social science (2011: 338–339), while in Joel Kahn’s 
opinion the flâneur conjoints the ethnographic and the modern. 
There is even who has described flânerie as a walk science, the disci-
pline of strollogie (Burckhardt 2003). The flâneur walks at will, freely 
and seemingly without purpose, yet deploying an inquisitive wonder 
and having an extraordinary capacity to absorb the activities of the 
collective (Jenks 1995: 146). And so away he goes, hurrying, searching. 
But searching for what? (Baudelaire 1863)

Provincialising the flâneur

The manufactured biography of the flâneur has been a succession of 
new beginnings. Therefore, I propose to imagine this figure in differ-
ent settings and even on different continents. This has been already 
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asserted by several scholars. For instance, Kramer and Short claim 
that the flâneur of tomorrow will emerge from “shock cities” (as in 
the XIX century), yet this time located in other continents such as 
Latin America, Asia or Africa. Also Adebayor Williams argues that 
to adapt to the 21st century, the flâneur has to continue to develop 
inter-subjectivity; hence “to relinquish self-absorption and take into 
account the ‘tales’ of fellow flâneurs” (1997: 821). 

The members of the Société des Ambianceurs et des Personnes 
Elégante (La SAPE – ‘Society of Tastemakers and Elegant People’)2 
are a good example of all this. In one of the poorest regions of Africa 
(Congo Brazzaville and DR), affected by several wars and with almost 
half of the population below the poverty line3, there are people who 
decide to save money in order to buy a pair of crocodile shoes. These 
individuals are in stark contrast with their immediate surroundings, 
acting decidedly eccentrically and investing all their savings in silk 
socks, suits and fedoras. Nonetheless, their glamour is not reducible 
to dressing styles, deploying also refined manners, a unique rep-
ertoire of gestures and an imperative of non-violence. Apart from 
being creative, the sapeurs exercise their undisciplined actions in a 
very disciplined form, respecting ten sacred commandments among 
which we can find pacifism and cosmopolitanism.4

In Provincialising Europe (2000), Dipesh Chakrabarty shows 
the limits of Western notions of modernity and history by exploring 

2 Acronym referring to the French expression ‘bien sapé’ (dressed to the 
nines).

3 World Bank 2012. World Development Indicators: Rep. of Congo. http://data.
worldbank.org/country/congo-republic.

4 When they go out, the sapeurs turn their humble environment into a 
catwalk, independently of their living conditions, age and profession. “For 
some [sapeurs] it is an obsession”, argues Héctor Mediavilla, a photographer 
who began documenting La Sape in 2003, explaining this practice as “a way 
of presenting their lives and being somebody in a society that doesn’t give 
you many opportunities... It’s about [being] confi dent in oneself despite the 
circumstances”. See Evancie, Angela 2013. ‘The Surprising Sartorial Culture 
Of Congolese “Sapeurs”’. National Public Radio, 7 May. http://www.npr.org/
blogs/pictureshow/2013/05/07/181704510/the-surprising-sartorial-culture-of-
congolese-sapeurs (21.03.2014).
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how European intellectual dominance was locally translated and 
negotiated.5 Chakrabarty’s (post)colonial critique should be brought 
also to the analyses of flânerie and transgression. The provincial-
ised flâneur dismantles discourses of purity and is doted of mimicry 
capacity. This character is almost the same as the European, but not 
quite; almost the same as everybody else anywhere, but not quite 
(Bhabha 1994: 86). Following Homi Bhabha line of thought, we can 
imagine the flâneur as a crafty ‘subaltern’ that encounters ambig-
uous characters loitering in colonial cities. In Bhabha’s view, both 
core and peripheral identities are hybrid – they are mutually con-
ditioned although still distinct (ibid.). In short, non-Eurocentric 
flâneurs remain influenced by the European experience, but reshape 
back the notion of flâneur. They learn Western codes, but make them 
their own.

From its very beginning, La Sape has practiced a re-appropri-
ation and re-territorialisation of the master’s style, originally estab-
lished by the colonial authorities and later by post-colonial tyrants.6 
The first sapeurs appear in the 1920’s, being those people who went 
from the colony to Paris and came back wearing the clothes of the 
masters. Initiated as a dressing war, it soon gained a loosely politi-
cal touch, turning later into an anti-colonial exercise. Paradoxically, 
this was exerted by young urbanites of Kinshasa and Brazzaville who 
were related to music scenes (particularly to the rumba night clubs).7 
However, the economic crisis and political chaos of the late sixties 
(once these countries gained the independence) closed down most of 
the music venues where the sapeurs gathered. The new governments 

5 Chakrabarty points out how in “the academic discourse of history... ‘Europe’ 
remains the sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories.... There is a peculiar 
way in which all these other histories tend to become variations on a master 
narrative that could be called ‘the history of Europe’”, locating other histories 
in a position of subalternity (2000: 27). 

6 In their civilising mission, French colonisers gave clothing instead of money 
to the naked Africans in compensation for their work. 

7 As with the debates about the origin of yerba mate and Carlos Gardel 
between Argentina and Uruguay, the paternity of La Sape is subjected to 
dispute between both sides of the Congo River.
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also prompted campaigns to eliminate La Sape from public spaces, 
imprisoning some of the members. 

All in all, the political charge of this group was never clear. 
For instance, La Sape has been seen as “a way to fight against the 
imposition of the abacost, a local version of the three-piece suit 
and a quasi-official uniform for men when Mobutu was in power” 
(De Souza 2011: 109). Nowadays, the La Sape is being presented in 
Brazzaville as a marker of Congolese identity. To a great extent, 
this revival has been supported by the government of Denis Sassou 
Nguesso, which has declared this practice ‘Cultural Heritage’ (invit-
ing the sapeurs to official exhibits of fashion and crafts).8 The insti-
tutionalisation of the La Sape has reached even the global media 
(ie. Guinness is using it to promote its beer). Les Sapeurs negotiated 
‘normality’ through deviancy, self-exposure and refraction. None-
theless, the transgressive charge implicit in this practice came to an 
end once La Sape was hijacked by the intellectual elite and presented 
as merely a leisure activity.

The group originally combined both a liminal and a liminoid 
character, appearing as heroes to young listeners (Njoya 2009: 348) 
and seeking to fulfil their functions as men in the community through 
rituals that they themselves choose and created. As described by Vic-
tor Turner, in pre-modern societies, rites of passage reinforces social 
order by reintegrating dialectically the ‘anti-structure’. However, in 
industrial societies, liminoid phenomena appear often as inverting 
the order and related to leisure activities, feature that makes these 
phenomena easily transformable into a commodity (Turner 1974). 
Through the re-appropriation, translation and integration of for-
eign models into the local culture, La Sape entered into a phase of 
liminality and subtle put down the central values of the society, but 
this transgression lasted until the La Sape was re-integrated back 
into the system. During the liminal period, this group functioned as 

8 For more on the topic see: Gondola, Didier 2010. ‘La Sape Exposed! High 
Fashion among Lower Class Congolese Youth: From Colonial Modernity to 
Global Cosmopolitanism’. In Suzanne Gott and Kristyne Loughran (eds.). 
Contemporary African Fashion. Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 157–175.
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a communitas, as passengers undergoing a transition in the spirit of 
comradeship. However, the spontaneity and immediacy of communi-
tas can hardly be sustained for long, since free interactions between 
individuals soon become institutionalised (ibid: 78).

Turner presents liminality and marginality as fruitful condi-
tions to generate myths, philosophical thoughts, art works and cul-
tural templates capable to reclassify social experience and inspire 
people to action (Turner 1969: 129). In his account, edge-figures are 
necessarily ambiguous, personify disorder and connect with the col-
lectivity. Also Lévi-Strauss presented this figures as creators of cul-
ture due to their function as mediators (1963). The flâneur fits per-
fectly into the description of these archetypes, but there are many 
other examples of ‘tricksters’. For instance, in African folktales, tur-
tles, spiders, foxes, rabbits and other animals are often depicted as 
tricksters (Carroll 1981). Flâneurs and tricksters appear within the 
interstices, from the in-between, provoking gamelike situations, 
twisting meanings and reshaping the world through the use of craft-
iness. Six characteristics are shared by these creatures: 1. Ambigu-
ous and anomalous personality; 2. Deceiver/trick player; 3. Shape-
shifter; 4. Situation inventor; 5. Imitator of the gods; and 6. Lustful 
bricoleur (Hynes 1993: 34).

The figure of the trickster propitiates action and looks for 
its raison d’être in the borders between things (Chabon 2008). In 
his seminal work on the Winnebago trickster, Paul Radin describes 
the trickster as “creator and destroyer, giver and negator” (1953: ix), 
bringing about two extremes of thought and action, as well as con-
fusing to the point of not knowing “whether the audience is laugh-
ing at him, at the tricks he plays on others, or at the implications 
his behaviour and activities have for them” (ibid.: xxiv). For Lewis 
Hyde, “[e]very group has its edge, its sense of in and out, and trick-
ster is always there, at the gates of the city and at the gates of life... 
the mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, doubleness 
and duplicity, contradiction and paradox... [bringing] to the surface 
a distinction previously hidden from sight” (2008: 7). 

The term trickster appeared for the first time in Daniel 
G.  Brinton’s Myths of the New World (1876), but “every generation 
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occupies itself with interpreting Trickster anew. No generation 
understands him fully but no generation can do without him” (Radin 
1953: 168). In any society, tricksters are endowed with uncommon 
capacities, channel dissatisfaction and demonstrate a will to con-
fuse and tease – making illegibility a virtue. Some tricksters are eth-
ically motivated, some others not; but rather follow the impulses of 
curiosity, desire or even attraction to chaos. For instance, Gabriella 
Coleman presents the hackers of the ‘anonymous’ movement as 
tricksters. Half-activism, half-trickery, hackers combine ironic imag-
ination and elusive play with a passionate dedication to their risky 
task – “hacking is where craft and craftiness converge” (Coleman 
2014). Also urban exploring has been compared with hacking, in this 
case infiltrating into abandoned places, inaccessible areas and the 
derelict (Garrett 2013). Indeed, anonymity is central to the trans-
gressive experience.

Flânerie in a Russian shopping mall

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Baron von Haussman 
promoted a rectangular and perspectival reorganisation of Paris, 
demolishing small Medieval streets, designing wide boulevards and 
glorifying the state through monuments and administrative build-
ings. Social interactions were thus moved out from arcades and 
barricades, taking place now in more open and transparent streets. 
It was thus the same modernity that gave birth to the flâneur that 
almost drove this figure to extinction (following an increase in the 
intensity of the modern predicates: industrialisation, labour special-
isation, urban rationalisation, technologisation of life and accelera-
tion of everyday pace). 

According to Benjamin, the commercial arcades of Paris broke 
down the traditional public-private distinction by an extensive use 
of glass, prefiguring in this sense our current shopping malls. Dis-
plays such as World Exhibitions were also the forerunners of today’s 
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entertainment industry, commodification of life and celebration of 
distraction. Moreover, Benjamin recognised in the sandwich board 
man and the whore – strolling, yet offering themselves up for sale – 
the last incarnation of the flâneur.9 Stefan Morawski has also dis-
cussed the differences between the original Baudelaireian figure and 
its post-modern reincarnation. In Morawski’s account, early flânerie 
was restricted by a world of fixed canons, whilst post- modernity 
amplified the boundaries of eligibility for aimlessly strolling and 
made the flâneur more attentive to shifts (Morawski 1994: 183). 

Whilst the nineteenth century flâneur was seduced by the 
department store, the twenty-first century flâneur is affected by the 
overwhelming appeal of shopping malls, places where inequality is 
produced and affective interactions are obliterated. The prolifera-
tion of these massive centres for shopping confirms the increasing 
standardisation (Disneyfication) of commercial spaces (Firat and 
Venkatersh 1995). Shopping Malls comprise multifunctional dimen-
sion besides providing goods and services; as for instance normalis-
ing society and managing the leisure of individuals (Voyce 2006). In 
this sense, malls appear as places where intensively practice social-
isation rituals (Bloch et al. 1994), organising collective rhythms, 
seductions and consumption, as well as imposing de facto authority 
and order.

Shopping malls are an invention that creates their own tem-
porality and pedestrian routes, separating people from the outdoors 
through threshold experiences that make clients sense into safe 
havens.10 As a self-regulated system, the shopping mall is designed 
to anticipate whatever its visitors need: neither cold nor heat exist, 
there is no random assembly of mechanical and natural sounds, 
just as there is no conflict of styles (the mall devours styles when 
displaying them). Shopping malls unify the cityscape with their 

9 See also Buck-Morss, Susan 2006. ‘The fl âneur, the sandwichman and the 
whore: the politics of loitering’. In B. Hanssen (ed.). Walter Benjamin and the 
Arcades Project. London, New York: Continuum, 33–65.

10 See for instance Freitas, R. (1996). Centres Commerciaux: Îles Urbaines de la 
Post-modernité. Paris: L’Harmattan.
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massive typography and repeated mix of styles and decors. In them, 
the universal ambition of the market is no concealed. People are not 
just separated from production but also cut off from non-consum-
erist logics.

John Manzo (2005) describes the supposed public char-
acter of shopping malls as ‘illusory’, since these spaces are organ-
ised according to the social control strategies of the owner, which 
are not explicitly manifested, but informally created. For instance, 
Anna Zhelnina has practiced ‘breaching experiments’ (Garfinkel 
1967) to show how order is an ongoing achievement through taken-
for-granted assumptions. In three shopping malls in St. Petersburg, 
Zhelnina has repeated behaviours accepted in public spaces, such as 
sitting on the floor, reading, people-watching and consuming food 
brought from home. The reactions she elicited from clients, shop 
keepers and security guards were rather negative, including being 
rejected from the premises. However, using this behaviour, Zheln-
ina managed to uncover the unspoken norms and demonstrate that 
official control and monitoring of the rules in shopping malls are 
supplemented by informal condemnations (Zhelnina 2011: 134–135).

Local orders exist and are internalised through social facts. 
They are thus constructed through personal interaction as well as in 
the assembled elements of a place. For instance, in malls the plants 
are not only identically similar but grow halfway between the min-
iature and natural size. They establish therefore a new category of 
shrub, not foreseen by Darwin or Linnaeus. Plants placed in shopping 
malls intensify the perception of tree, with leaves more green, shin-
ing and perfect than those of normal trees. The hyper-real spectac-
ular shape of the elements that comprises malls relies on ersatz tra-
ditions, staged through weightless pastiches that cancel authorship 
and constraint imagination. This depiction of reality is, however, far 
from neutral, extracting life from the flux of history and extending 
high-capitalism and consumer society. The use of pastiches of low 
culture and the extension of spectacle undermines any attempt to 
search for roots and query the discursive skeleton. 

Shopping mall shrubs would have surprised Marx and Benja-
min; they are not just a phantasmagorical reproduction of the real, 
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but a mutation designed to generate ‘atmospheres’ and ‘ambiances’ 
(Miller et al. 1998: 24). In the shopping mall we also breathe recycled 
air, the lights are artificial and never mix with atmospheric luminos-
ity. The sounds of the exterior, thanks to architectural precision, do 
not penetrate the fortified walls of the enclosure and the absence of 
windows denies any communication with the exterior. The ideal of 
the shopping mall is not the picturesque (which is reserved for tour-
ist excursions), but comfort (Sarlo 2011). To rise discomfort in these 
settings turns thus into a geographical disobedience, a routing trans-
gression produced by acting in a way that has not been legislated and 
by breaking the pattern of perfect shopping (Bonnett 2014). Lucidly 
playful, the flâneur gets involved in unreasonable interventions will-
ing to show taken for granted meanings and silenced orders, hence 
recalibrating what is accepted. This figure embodies the contradic-
tions of our societies, going to the limits and ironising the supposed 
stable institutionality of any system.

The graffiti writer as the painter of late-modern life

In November 2014, the curator Marika Agu organised an exhibition 
about the genealogy of graffiti and street art in Tartu, the second 
largest city of Estonia (circa 99.000 inhabitants). The show was enti-
tled: Typical Individuals. Graffiti and Street Art in Tartu 1994–2014 and 
reflected on the way local culture was shaped “following examples 
from abroad, combining foreign behavioural principles and exem-
plars with personal ambitions and soul-searchings” (Agu 2014b: 8). 
In her attempt to understand the motivations and inspirations of 
local street artists, Agu depicted the emergence of local graffiti as 
strongly imitative of a vague notion of ‘typical westerner’: a form 
without a clearly delineated content that was re-appropriated, dis-
torted and re-invented generation after generation. 

Graffiti emerged in Estonia as ‘liminoidal’, allowing peo-
ple to experience unforeseen cultural expressions and rituals by 
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reproducing, individually, models and symbols that were not origi-
nally present within local systems of meaning and social structures. 
Graffiti writers suspended the given categories, since they could not 
be classified or integrated by local assessments of what is ‘good’ or 
‘bad’ and what has ‘more’ and ‘less’ value, since their interventions 
could not be classifications by them. They did so by voluntarily repro-
ducing a genre of leisure and enjoyment. However, unlike at carnival, 
graffiti forced the whole society to ‘watch’ their transgression (here 
in the form of an alternative aestheticisation of public spaces). Fore-
most, liminoid phenomena rely more on cultural and symbolic codes 
than traditional transgressions. Likewise, they are often generated 
by individuals, who engage in a sort of role-playing after feeling no 
identification with the cultural belonging of the time. In so doing, 
and in spite of not being political by origin, liminoid phenomena 
acquire political effects, widening the public space with experimen-
tal demeanour and indefinability, introducing unforeseen elements 
of change. 

Other important points of liminoid phenomena are the dis-
continuity of action and the reflexive character of the intervention. 
Since we look at ourselves as in a mirror, as others see us – acting 
therefore as both subject and object, and reflecting back upon social 
relations. As street artist MinaJaLydia confesses in a video-docu-
mentary accompanying the above mentioned exhibition,11 the con-
struction of an alter ego is felt as entering into a secret life, “a magic 
world where I escape from this reality... I can consciously attribute 
things to Lydia that are not me. Or play with that identity”. Also 
Bach, one of the graffiti pioneers in the city, tells that behind this 
practice there was a will “to find yourself” and “to stand out”... “we 
got our ideas from rap videos where the walls were colourful. The 
rest we did ourselves... you can call it lifestyle. We did not want to 
copy anyone, but we still mimicked the guys in the rap videos”. In the 
same line, Barthol lo mejor, a practitioner of the ‘noughties’ gener-
ation, acknowledges the significance of the internet to find inspira-
tions as well as to search for individual emancipation:

11 Tartu88 archival project.
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It was escapist in a way, because you do not identify with 
the world around you, and your stuff is not organically tied 
to it; then it is escapism... those guys were not interested in 
what they saw around them. So they imported that whole 
world; in a sense, a world within a world.12  

This says however about the two major differences brought by 
late-modernity to liminoid experiences, namely that transgressions 
do not require a spatio-temporal distancing and that leisure and 
work cannot be separated as such when analysing these practices. 
No pilgrimage, theatre or carnival is expected or required for ‘pass 
through’ experiences and transgressive performances – anywhere 
and anytime is subject to become ‘a Zone’ of magical togetherness, 
a space in-between, a seedbed for cultural creativity and embodied 
imagination. Likewise, changes in the labour conditions, modes of 
production and spaces of consumption made obsolete the under-
standing of work as social structure and leisure as an ‘anti-struc-
ture’ that feeds back into core domains. On the one hand, notions of 
exception and norm, order and disorder, working time and vacation, 
are less clear than before; on the other, late-modern transgressions 
pervade in the quotidian, in introducing an estrangement within 
the everyday spectacles, mediacy and sociality. When public space 
becomes theatricalised, the city extensively designed and precarity 
adopted as a norm, self-exposure and the interaction between body 
and our surroundings turned into a critical terrain for new processes 
of transgression and inclusion.

Half a century ago, the philosopher Maurice Blanchot argued 
that writing is a process in which the author steps aside from soci-
ety, yet does not go so far beyond; “the step beyond is never com-
pleted, or, if it is completed, is never beyond. Transgression never 
really transgresses, but only calls for another limit” (Nelson 1992: 

12 Foremost, Agu notes how the reasons exposed by local street-artist Edward 
von Lõngus to justify his practice (apathy of the consumerist society, visual 
pollution found in urban spaces...) were similar than those argued in New York 
or Berlin. Yet in this context – Tartu, a small university town – the pressure 
of advertising and capital speculation on public spaces is not as acutely 
manifested as in some big cities (Agu 2014b: 15–16).
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xvi).13 It might be that contemporary transgression takes this ‘step 
beyond’ and brings breaking elements to the cultural system without 
breaking with it. For instance, in graffiti illegality has been a driving 
force, a raw energy and a source of integrity. Boundaries have always 
played an important role in urbanity, but boundaries are not fixed, 
they also change, conditioning the ‘step beyond’ of any transgres-
sion. As Matthew Gandy argues, contemporary cities are entering 
into a new phase marked by an intensification of the disciplinary 
modes of intersection and the privatisation of public spaces and ser-
vices. New disciplinary techniques, such as video surveillance, bio-
metric measure devices and private security services (uniformed as 
working from state institutions), have acquired new spatial conse-
quences (Gandy 2006: 507–508).

There is no porosity without borders and no transgression 
without ‘going-through’ experiences. Graffiti writers merge edge 
practices with caution and care, combining creativity with existen-
tial danger. Indeed, there are few with a better topographic concep-
tion of urban life than these ‘vandals’, who know junctions, means 
of access, and holes in fences as good as taxi drivers. Graffiti writers 
negotiate the organisation of their society by mastering exposure 
and calculating damages. These situational tactics bring alternative 
codes of communication to the cityscape, making public places inti-
mate and furnishing a sense of sovereignty. As the flâneur, graffiti 
writers engage in an unordinary hobby. The passionate and addic-
tive character of the practice is also demonstrated in the willingness 
to accept risk in spite of negative outcomes such as being arrested 
numerous times. Graffiti writers are dedicated to this practice for its 
own sake, without expecting any direct utilitarian benefit. What is 
initially a hobby becomes thus a liminal phase, crossing social norms 
and limits obliquely, yet not going so far ‘beyond’. 

Graffiti writers create multiple alter-egos and improve their 
styles to see and be seen simultaneously. As flâneurs they explore 
the art of meaning something other and more than what is shown 

13 Translator and editor of Blanchot’s Le Pas Au-Dela.
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without being cramped and spotted. In this case, the identity per-
formance of the writer becomes a communication medium. Each 
graffiti writer acts as a secret society within its society, a group com-
posed of one individual who explores inwardness and awkwardness 
at large, publicly. Loneliness and precarious moments of solitude 
are therefore twisted into an advantage, filling the urban space with 
fantasy, art and ambivalence, seen without being seen and nonethe-
less leaving a public imprint. It is this transgression of socially sanc-
tioned cultural boundaries what triggers a particular strong reaction 
against them (Douglas 1966). Graffiti itself has been considered as 
dirt, as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 1966), as an infection to be 
put in quarantine. As pointed out by Tim Cresswell (1996: 41) also in 
the anti-graffiti rhetoric was implied the idea of separation and con-
finement. For instance, Cresswell notices contradictory discourses 
in New York in the 70s: on the one hand, the media and government 
were presenting graffiti as a symptom of disorder, on the other, art 
galleries described it as “creative”, “primitive” and “valuable”. The 
difference, in his opinion, was the ideological position of those who 
judged, rather than material facts. We could add to this the will 
to make profit out of it too. But, overall, “New York graffiti upset 
dominant notions of the ‘obvious’ and related expectations about 
behaviour in particular places” (Cresswell 1992: 342).

Otherwise, graffiti writers simultaneously suffer from and 
react to the social order and cultural configuration of their time. 
Paradoxically, most of the graffiti writers I encountered do not tend 
to get involved in discussions about what should be preserved and 
constructed, what is right or wrong, legal or illegal – they simply 
assert that ‘everywhere is free space’, questioning the prevailing 
spatial structure. Agreeing with Cresswell, in spite of this contesta-
tion being fleeting and ephemeral, it manages to interrupt familiar 
boundaries of meaning and to challenge the dominant dichotomy 
between public and private (Cresswell 1996: 46–47). Graffiti writers 
share this with urban explorers, both feeling affection for alterity 
and intending to re-imagine what already exists otherwise.

Nevertheless, these artists are not atomised agents; there is 
a sense of belonging to a tradition, a process of learning respect with 
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peers and an obvious disregard of property.14 If graffiti writers are 
occupied in leaving a personal print on the city, urban explorers aim 
to discover and document those spaces that appear inaccessible or 
forbidden. Graffiti and urban exploration share experiences of sub-
jective liberation through the interplay of body and territory. The 
drives of both activities are personal dissatisfaction, fun and indi-
vidual negotiation of wider socio-political processes. Their strolling 
becomes thus a biopolitical transgression. Power and selfhood have 
been the key domains of modernity. Graffiti entails a constant nego-
tiation with the surroundings and the self. This ‘unofficial hobby’ is 
a subtle yet cathartic erring that acquires a political effect because 
of suspending socially sanctioned boundaries. In the same vein as 
urban explorers, graffiti writers actively engage with their environ-
ment, creating new sensuous dispositions and porous encounters of 
exchange between body and city (Garrett 2013: 5). 

See illustrations on pages 486–488. 

Graffiti has been for me a recently acquired taste, triggered by a cou-
ple of people I met in the last year. In spite of being relatively famil-
iar with its presence in the cities where I have lived, I had to learn to 
appreciate its aesthetics and codes. In Estonia, the country in which 
I have lived for the last three years, I met a few street artists and 
curators active in this practice. Then I spent some months in Lisbon 
and, rather accidentally, I encountered a graffiti writer and enrolled 
a couple of times as a ‘watcher’ within a small crew. This artist 
writes multiple tags, namely ‘Agree’, ‘Agile’ and ‘Snooper’, signing as 
‘Outsiders’ and ‘Ontop’ when painting within a crew. As the artist 
explains, the selection of names is based on three criteria: phonetics, 

14 Graffi ti exploded in a context of chaos, crime and fi scal bankruptcy of New 
York in late 70’s. However, today it is being made in wealthy contexts and 
stable and ordered societies (see Cooper, M. 2005. ‘Foreword’. In B. Almovist 
& E. Hagelin (eds.). Writers United. The story about WUFC – A Swedish Graffi ti 
Crew. Arsta: Dokument Förlag, 6–7.
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meaning and the aesthetics of the letters. The use of one or another 
tag depends “on the mood and on the spot”, intending not to sat-
urate certain areas with the same tag. “My pieces are not intended 
to be shown in galleries. The type of work, the media used and the 
artist’s intention are different to those of street art. My pieces have 
to evolve in the fabric of the city… Street art aims to improve aes-
thetically public spaces; graffiti might or might not do it”, says Agree 
passionately.15 

As the artists in the crew say, the practice of graffiti involves 
entering to oneself through the outside. “Graffiti is not justifiable. 
Rather, graffiti justifies your life”, confesses Agree. During our inter-
view, I asked several questions about the motivations of the artist, 
and Agree himself admits certain contradictions: “many people 
would deny it, but ego and fame play a big part. There is also a will 
to escape from the true self”. Like the poetry of Fernando Pessoa and 
his alter egos, graffiti writers tag with multiple identities and styles. 
But which one of these corresponds better to the author? I asked. 
“I don’t know which one is more true. It is rather an unconscious 
persona. I don’t intend to say anything about myself. I do it for my 
pleasure”, responds Agree a little dubiously, as though unsatisfied 
with the answer. 

Before we go out to explore and paint, Assa, a crew com-
panion of Agree, comments that he already has problems in main-
taining a social life, ‘a real one’ because he is ‘obsessed’ with graf-
fiti, or at least with the belief that graffiti is that the real social life 
as opposed to any other. The ‘addiction’ is so strong that the artist 
cannot think about anything else; Assa goes to the supermarket and 
thinks about graffiti; Assa sees the daylight and looks forward to the 
sunset to paint; Assa talks with people and gets bored when the con-
versation is not about graffiti.16 Questioned about the qualities that 
a writer should have, Agree enumerates “motivated, experimental, 

15 I held an interview with ‘Agree’ on the 4th of April of 2014 in the café of a 
well known cinema in Lisbon.

16 Interview made the night between the 9th and the 10th of April in Lisbon.
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to an extent fearless, and logical”. Logical? “Yes, logical to choose 
the spots. It is like product placement”. And what about secrecy or 
discretion? “That is a paramount. One has to keep a low profile in 
society, not to attract attention. The writer could be anybody, not 
easy to define or recognise his character. Actually, most of the times 
it is disappointing to meet the author in persona”.

Agree suddenly stops the interview to show me photos of 
his pieces and suddenly displays an advertisement for the ‘Converse’ 
brand, which the artist encountered in the street just before our 
interview. In the picture a graffiti writer is shown ‘bombing’ on a 
board, with the face half covered and wearing the graffiti ‘costume’.17 
“It is a bit exploitative of a non-profit culture. It involves some-
body’s hobby and risk. Also it might generate a mess, if encourag-
ing teenagers to do graffiti without knowing the codes”, comments 
Agree, referring to the ethics of dissidence that graffiti entails. Agree 
then looks at me and asserts: “we have our own unwritten laws. Shop 
windows, no; Public property and ‘touched’ façades, yes; and then 
trains, which are a must for every writer”. What about writing on 
places designated by institutions? “Spontaneity and power are lost. 
A great part of the power is about placement”. When painting, Agree 
is almost in a trance, getting away and being deeply present, simul-
taneously. The artist describes graffiti as ‘liberating body move-
ment’, ‘mentally stimulating’, “the action, the learning, the callig-
raphy, it is fun!” In Agree’s view, graffiti should not be for profit, but 
for self-development: “Graffiti is art, but has no value. So it is rather 
an art movement”. 

Agree discovered graffiti when s/he was twelve and received 
as a birthday present a book about street art. Pretty soon Agree 
began to buy cheap cans and tag the walls in the ‘anywhere’ where 
the artist grew up. “I knew it was a matter of time that I will get 
caught by police”, Agree confesses. Hand in hand with graffiti came 

17 Such as sneakers, slim-fi t jeans and the mandatory hood. However, clothes, 
protocols, behaviour and jargon have not just a ‘subcultural’ origin but 
also have a practical background, such as hiding and protection in certain 
situations, such as jumping over fences or running from the police. 
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urban exploration and then squatting in abandoned apartments in 
London.18 “Yeah, it is a youth culture; so one day it has to stop… 
some people move towards gallery orientated work; some others 
profit the skills for legal practices”. Agree moved to Lisbon a couple 
of years ago and now combines a well-dressed day job with his per-
sonal passion. “I have to wash my hands very carefully when I get 
home”, Agree reports with a complicit smile, confirming that the job 
is a way of organising his graffiti-life. In Lisbon, there are hundreds 
of neglected buildings and many untouched spots. Local authorities 
also deploy a certain tolerance to graffiti, particularly if compared 
with the merciless persecution applied in countries such as Britain.

The night after the interview with Agree, I had a dream of 
myself painting on a wall. The image of a graffito I had fourteen years 
ago came to my mind. In the Spanish village where I grew up, there 
is a tradition that allows those who turn 18 years old to paint all over 
the town writing whatever messages they want. This is named as la 
noche de los quintos (‘the night of those going onto military service’). 
Originally, it emerged as an allowed transgression for those who had 
to leave Fuente Librilla, forcefully enrolled in the army. Today, mil-
itary service is no longer compulsory in Spain and both males and 
females engage in la noche de los quintos. Commonly, people write 
their names and some messages to their family or lovers. Sometimes 
they also paint obscenities or leave ironic comments about a cer-
tain neighbour. In April 2000, when I was a quinto, a green graffito 
appeared at the entrance of the church that said “Nietzsche: God is 
dead and man is free”. This provoked a small scandal in the village 
and the neighbours discussed who might have been the author of 
such vandalism. Among the 17 quintos, only two of us were studying 
philosophy at the time: Josefa, who used to attend the Sunday mass 
every week and Francisco, who was the son of the catechist. So the 
author of this beautiful transgression remained veiled… until now.

In the early 1970s, as available space on walls and trains 
filled up, it was necessary to develop a style that made a tagged name 

18 A city where subcultures have been persecuted and oppressed over the last 
couple of decades, according to Agree.
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stand out from the rest (Cooper, Chalfant 1984). Soon, graffiti began 
to attract the attention of the culture industry (Adorno, Horkheimer 
1972), becoming increasingly objectified, commercialised and 
domesticated. As pointed out by Nato Thompson (2004), the culture 
industry (namely galleries, museums and media) has been particu-
larly keen to co-opt all forms of counter-culture in recent decades. 
When capable, modern institutions and political regimes endeavour 
to domesticate transgressions; if not, they simply silence their ques-
tioning practice, pushing it to the very margin. In the case of graffiti, 
these works have been increasingly exposed in museums, yet most of 
them under the label of ‘street art’. 

The negative connotations of graffiti were cleaned using this 
new term, upgrading illegal practices and encrypted tags to conven-
tional standards of enjoyment and aesthetics, as well as becoming 
more readable and less threatening and subversive. Banksy (the main 
referent of post-graffiti), has reflected upon this matter in the movie 
Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), an ironic insight into the ‘death by 
success’ of graffiti.19 In my view, the main point of this film is not to 
debate authenticity versus entertainment, but to regard street art as 
something whose seriousness might not last forever. Banksy himself 
concludes that ‘maybe art is all a big joke’ and ‘better out than in’. 

As argued by Ben Lehrer (2013: 43), “much of the story of the 
twentieth century art can be told as a series of acts of vandalism”. 
From Marcel Duchamp to Vladimir Umanets, art emerges as a cal-
culated damage that questions the prevailing system of value. Such 
transgressions appear originally as a destructive and gratuitous 

19 Half mocking, Banksy observes at the end of the fi lm: “I don’t think Thierry 
played by the rules, in some ways, but then… there aren’t supposed to be any 
rules. So I don’t really know what the moral is. I mean… I used to encourage 
everyone I met to make art. I used to think everyone should do it. I don’t 
really do that so much any more”. (Exit Through the Gift Shop). As reported 
by The New York Times, he was asked whether a fi lm that criticises the 
commercialisation of street art would devalue his own work, to which Banksy 
answered: “It seemed fi tting that a fi lm questioning the art world was paid for 
with proceeds directly from the art world. Maybe it should have been called 
‘Don’t Bite the Hand that Feeds You’.” 



Hopeless Youth!

422

Remediated Youth?

act, even if increasing the value of the piece.20 Transgressions are 
unpredictable and gratuitous, being the consequence of practices 
that demonstrate disdain for the financial side of life and a detached 
relationship with the economic sphere. Transgressions are related to 
doing things for its own sake, to the discovery and crossing of limits, 
and to the will to unveil silent and invisible elements of the city. Not 
necessarily, but quite often all this goes against prevailing consid-
erations of sustainability. Jacob Stubbe Østergaard writes that punk 
died when The Clash learned to play their instruments properly. In 
his article about the (non-)death of street art (2014), Østergaard 
remarks that we haven’t stopped expressing ourselves artistically in 
the public space, but current practices appear as a discount version 
of graffiti  – with no edge, offending nobody and expecting to mone-
tise it as soon as possible. As he asserts, “there are some things that 
cannot seem to thrive under ‘orderly conditions’: sex, punk rock and, 
apparently, street art” (Østergaard 2014). 

In her article ‘Street Art in the Commercial Swirl’ (2014a), 
Marika Agu points out how street art involves a paradox in its very 
basis: “the more attention and popularity street artists get for their 
critical work on the streets, the more they get commissions to dec-
orate beauty salons, bars and other various commercial initiatives”. 
Indeed, street artists, whose motivation is supposed to be the will 
to offer an alternative to advertisements at the streets (ibid.), might 
get misorientated job-offers, as for instance, to paint on certain 
buildings in order to increase the value of the site in the real estate 
market. As a consequence, artists move from street morals, solidar-
ity, altruism and the creation of the self through edge practices, to 
market laws, economic criteria and spectacle.21 Therefore, besides 
discussing if street artists should behave or not like Robin Hood, like 

20 Banksy might be criticised for making big money from street art. But to be 
fair, this is not always the case and Banksy himself mocks the art business, as 
we can see in one of his recent interventions in which he set up stall in NYC’s 
Central Park selling original paintings worth 25 000 Euros for just 45 Euros. 
Interestingly, his work did not fi nd many buyers, a fact that was fi lmed by the 
artist and posted on YouTube.

21 In addition, many stencil works are offi cially protected. For instance, 
in March 2014, David William Noll was charged with felony vandalism for 
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benevolent or social bandits,22 it is also relevant to query for whom 
is the artist creating, which audience is willing to reach and what 
goal to fulfil. 

Beautiful transgressions

Transgression is an elusive and slippery concept generated in the 
early sixteenth century, developed in 1930s, and enjoying new prom-
inence in the arts, humanities and social sciences in the last decades 
(Jenks 2003). Transgression re-centres power relations disturbing 
“the relationship between the visible, the sayable, and the think-
able”; it is an thus action that makes visible what has been excluded 
from a perceptual field (Rancière 2004). Transgression is, therefore, 
temporal, contextual and embodied, rather than a “continuous rev-
olution”, “an interminable analysis”, an infinite, and thus an uncon-
trollable practice (as argued by Derrida 1982: 42). 

Foremost, several authors have noted how transgressions 
might generate the limit in its crossing as well as facilitate stabil-
ity (Bakhtin 2004). In this line of thought, George Bataille argued 
that transgressions validate and complement the current status quo 
through a dialectical interdependence between excess and order. 
For Bataille, deviancies are not aberrant to order and hegemony, 
but a dynamic force that relies in prohibition and enjoyment, ter-
ror and fascination. To describe this, Bataille refers to “the pleasure 
of going to see ‘freaks’” (1985: 3). Transgressions always function 
within given boundaries, carrying the limit right to the limit.23 Fou-

defacing two of Banksy’s famous works in Los Angeles: ‘Girl on Swing’ and 
‘Peeing Dog’. 

22 See for instance Margus Tamm 2014. http://www.muurileht.ee/artishoki-
veerg-tanavakunstist/. 

23 As Foucault argues: “Transgression carries the limit right to the limit of 
its being,’ it forces the limit to ‘recognize itself for the fi rst time… fi nd itself 
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cault noted that transgressions do not stand binary logics, they can-
not be simply presented as an infraction and evolve in the form of 
spirals (1977: 3). Otherwise, Slavoj Žižek questions the effectiveness 
of transgressions in current politics, when the exception is already 
part of the game: 

We lack the breathing space provided by the prohibition… 
perhaps there has been no period in the history of 
humankind, when interactions were so closely regulated; 
these regulations, however, no longer function as the 
symbolic prohibition – rather, they regulate modes of 
transgression themselves (Žižek 2003: 56).

These debates about the need to rethink transgressions, about 
deciding between changes in the system or changes of the system 
(Sztompka 1993: 6), are not new and connect with several tradi-
tions and disciplines. Modernity is here approached as multiple, as 
an endless trial, a process of constant renewal going beyond given 
conditions (Eisenstadt 2000: 67). Moreover, transgression demands 
the need of constant self-criticism, discovery and reinvention. This 
self-questioning exercise is intimately related to modernity itself, a 
quarrel and dynamic between markers of order and incessant change 
(Taylor 1999: 17).

The flâneur walks originally without political ambitions, 
yet often this figure brings to the public space unexpected politi-
cal consequences. In this sense, it promotes transformations within 
the system that might lead (or not) to changes of the symbolic and 
material logics of the society. Nonetheless, transgressions are inef-
fective when they are not transgressed themselves. The flâneur has 
perennially fallen into the lake full of himself, as in Narcissus’ tale. 
To follow a turtle is fun for a while, as it is to reproduce surrealist 
mimics, design exaggerated maps, write thousand of notes or a col-
lage of quotes, paste stickers onto urban equipment, play games in 

in what it excludes”. Foucault, M. 1991. ‘Preface to Transgression’, in F. Bolling 
and S Wilson (eds), Bataille: A Critical Reader. London: Wiley-Blackwell, p. 27. 
Chris Jenks remind us that “we need to know the collective order, to recognize 
the edges in order to transcend them” (Jenks 2003: 7). 
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public spaces, or act as a buffoon or a degenerate divinity. All this 
makes sense just in certain contexts. It is impossible to be transgres-
sive all the time and all circumstances. Transgressions are the fruit 
of emergent forms of life, never of consolidated ones – unequivocally 
a statement of heterogeneity. 

Tactics to hide and to instigate

Cultural critic Matias Serra Bradford writes that contemporary soci-
eties are less tolerant of the attempts to escape from the system and 
are simultaneously fascinated with those individuals who achieved 
invisibility (2014). Vanishing today is not easy; it requires a big 
effort, thick bones and a solid tactic (otherwise we might be perse-
cuted more fanatically). Invisibility, as a game of mastering self-ex-
posure, depends upon questions such as where to disappear, when 
to re-appear and how to render us to a collective. Foremost, modern 
arts are characterised by the development of different techniques of 
self-exposure (Groys 2011). An example of this is the Chinese art-
ist Liu Bolin, who articulates an alternative notion of progress in 
the series ‘Hiding in the City’. In this work, the body of the artist 
is painted to simulate the background, leaving a barely visible sil-
houette. Bolin appears with his eyes closed too, taking a step aside, 
making the public intimate and functioning as a mirror to society. 
The artist stages here his own absence, posing motionless for hours 
(Mattei 2012). Through public invisibility and in a silent way, Bolin 
reflects social transformations in his country. These silent artistic 
interventions seem to grow in China,24 where artists are making 
their own codes and cultural grammars that came from elsewhere.

24 As we can see in the works of Li Wei, 29 Levels of Freedom (2003), Li Wei, 
Mirror (2000), Dai Guangyu, Picturesque Landscape (2006) and Gao Brothers, 
Twenty People Paid to Hug No. 2 (2001).
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The flâneur –a figure of encounter, collision and touch– 
inspires tactics that reclaim public spaces and enhance the human 
and ludic character of cities. In China, a massive group of youngsters 
appeared at a recent music festival drifting with a cabbage.25 The 
Western media presented the phenomenon as a symptom of lone-
liness and depression within Chinese society.26 However, this ‘flash-
mob’ had as a referent the art performances of Han Bing, who has 
been walking with vegetables and bricks in dozens of cities for more 
than a decade: 

Walking it in public is like gaining freedom from my 
introversion… I prefer people to see cabbage walking in 
person and not via photos on the web. The reaction is very 
different when you see a walker in front of you... I don’t 
want the art to be consumed over the Internet. The aim is 
not for photos to go viral or for me to become a superstar, 
stated Bing.27

This intervention echoes the practice of strolling in the arcades with 
a turtle, a tactic used by the Parisian flâneur in order to demonstrate 
an alternative pace within the city and bring back humanness to 
public places. Another example of artistic flânerie is Flo Kasearu’s 
‘Hula-hooping in Ostkreuz’ (2006). In this intervention, Kasearu 
moves around the Ostkreuz metro station in Berlin28 boogieing a 

25 See MIDI festival 2014: http://www.midifestival.com/template/t_index/
index.aspx?nodeid=868 and http://www.buzzfeed.com/kevintang/beijing-
hipsters-walk-cabbages-on-leashes. 

26 See The Huffi ngton Post (02.05.2014): http://www.huffi ngtonpost.
com/2014/05/02/cabbages-for-walks_n_5254589.html. 

27 See the interview published by The Wall Street Journal (7.05.2014): 
“Originally, I intended for walking the cabbage to have no meaning. I was 
only trying to encourage freedom, and to get people to question their daily 
activities. There’s a knot in everyone’s head, and I want to untie that knot”. 
http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2014/05/07/performing-with-produce-the-
man-behind-chinas-cabbage-walkers/ .

28 Ostkreuz, one of the commuting nodal points of the German capital, quite 
creepy until a recent renovation. Video available in: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=h6KLlqdFX3k.  
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plastic hula-hoop, hence traversing the public space in a physical 
and discursive way. The artist explains it as “a way of reflecting the 
distance and space which I need around me when I arrive in a new 
place. By moving suchlike with a meditative air in one surround new, 
I have created the necessary space between me and others”.29 

In these examples, we can see how contemporary transgres-
sions draw meaning from stepping away from prevailing connec-
tions, working on retrieval and making the public intimate. Kasearu 
tests the limits of intimacy by communicating those limits and their 
contingency. Following a tactic that hides and instigates simulta-
neously, she attempts to open up the communication by closing it 
down, by tightly defining its parameters.30 The artist appears thus 
as a master of exposure that alludes to something other through a 
gesture of moderation. In Latin, discretio (discretion) refers to ‘sepa-
ration, distinction and difference’, suspending conventional forms of 
relation and visibility.31 Discretion, shyness and modesty appear as 
liberating in societies driven by consumerism, spectacle and biopol-
itics, since they provide us time to think, make space for others and 
allow us to observe better our surroundings (Zaoui 2013).

The Radek Community is another example of transgression 
through tactics of ambivalence. This group of young artists, activists 
and musicians practiced public interventions in Moscow between 
1997 and 2007. Their most well known performance was ‘Demonstra-
tion’, in which they deconstruct the act of protest by constructing a 
demonstration from nothing. As shown in the video of the perfor-
mance, the members of the community gather at a pedestrian junc-
tion (Barrikadnaya). When the green light shows, a crowd of people 
crosses the street and then the artists place themselves at the head 
and raise banners and red placards with absurdist slogans such as 

29 Explanation provided by Flo Kasearu by mail.

30 For more on this methodology see: Heiser, Jörg 2011. ‘Moscow, Romantic, 
Conceptualism, and After’. E-fl ux 11. http://www.e-fl ux.com/journal/moscow-
romantic-conceptualism-and-after/. 

31 Puigverd, Antoni 2014. ‘Elogio de la Discreción’. La Vanguardia, 21.04.2014.
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‘Sex Marx Karl Pistols’ and ‘ano**er w*rld is possible’. The symbolic 
capture of the crowd is possible because they are already moving 
(they have to cross the street anyway). The impression is that many 
people are taking part in the demonstration, that the collective body 
is enacting the pathos of protest.

When the act of protest is endangered, even a zebra cross-
ing and ironic banners might become transgressive, re-drawing the 
spatial and cultural borders and generating a re-territorialisation of 
uses and discourses. As Margus Tamm explains in his study of recent 
artistic interventions in Estonia, public discussion can be engen-
dered through artistic ambivalence because of a pre-existing situ-
ation of conflict or tension. Foremost, the laws of the context acti-
vate meanings unintended by the authors and the tactical finesse 
re-postulates official order and rhetoric (Tamm 2014). Nowadays, 
we experience ambivalence as a disorder that eventually suspends 
classifications and social structures; hence it opens up a process of 
negotiation and reconstruction. Ambivalence declares irrelevant the 
problem-solving way of thinking; “it is for this reason that ambiva-
lence is the main affliction of modernity and the most worrying of its 
concerns” (Bauman 1991: 16).

There are several examples in Russia of ambivalent acts in 
public spaces; as for instance the recent protests in which half a dozen 
of people showed ‘invisible banners’ while standing outside the State 
Historical Museum.32 Or the Partizansky group, who painted zebra 
crossings in Moscow streets and replace broken benches in court-
yards. But, perhaps, the most popular example is the ‘Monstration!’ 
(Монстрация!) organised every first of May in Novosibirsk (Russia’s 
third largest city – today extended to some other 20 towns and cit-
ies). This event is a mix of street party, carnival and protest initi-
ated in 2004 by Artyom Loskutov. In the ‘monstrations’, thousands 
of people march together dressed up as zombies or monsters and 
holding banners with absurdist slogans such as ‘Forward into the 

32 They all were detained by police. See http://www.themoscowtimes.
com/news/article/6-detained-in-moscow-over-invisible-poster-protest-
video/497737.html. 
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dark past!’ or ‘I have crocodiled, I crocodile and I will crocodile’. In 
a similar way to the Radek community, ‘monstrations’ deconstruct 
the form in which mass protest has been carried out in Russia and 
criticise the absence of public politics and the right of free assembly 
(in spite of this right being provided by the Federal constitution). By 
suspending the prevailing order and forms of representation, public 
ambivalence generates thought and public discussion. Indeed, the 
transgressive power of these artistic practices does not reside in the 
separation of the artist from society, but in the way the artist inter-
acts with the beyond, engages with the idea of the idea of collective 
and participates in society. The public is here tested as a terrain for 
intimacy, freedom or plurality (depending on the context), precisely 
because of a pre-existing situation of tension (intimacy, personal 
freedom or human plurality being no longer protected). 

Conclusions

Late-modern culture relies on excesses, on the principle that more 
is better, on utilitarian profit, spectacle and speed, which eventually 
changes the understanding of boundaries and the relation between 
inwardness and outwardness. Foremost, late-modernity is not only 
defined by the intensification of technological mediation, mobility 
and exchange (of goods, information and capital), but also as a pro-
cess that affects the stability and the capacity to relate with others 
as well as identity construction. Traditional values and authorita-
tive practices are being challenged as ever before, while new ref-
erences and alternative modes of living still have to be generated. 
Transgressive interventions help to produce them, bringing back a 
sense of possibility. From a travelling player, a costumer and a tour-
ist (Bauman 1996), the flâneur has turned into a fugitive, trying to 
localise limits in a homesick mood. Late-modern reincarnations of 
this figure struggles to revaluate their position in the world, looping 
between contingent fixities, searching for beauty in the un-designed 
side of life. 
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Summing up, I conclude: 

1. Any transgression encompasses border crossing, but also aware-
ness of the boundaries, existent tensions and potential dangers 
(rather than their ignorance). 

2. Transgressions matter because of their capacity to re-order the 
system and to access to the organicity of the society, recon-
structing the way we look at things and enabling a different type 
of engagement. 

3. Transgressions are experientially based. They have to be 
performed. 

4. Transgressive actions are fragile and context dependent; they 
always refer to an order and discourse. They are subjected to a 
prevailing hegemony.

5. Transgressions do not admit glorifications – they risk turning 
into legitimations. The flâneur is always a stranger. Its acts and 
interventions have to be constantly recreated in order to avoid 
expiry. 

6. Contemporary flâneurs are homesick, left without any ground or 
place where to return; looping from fixities and anywheres. 

7. In late-modernity, biopolitical strolling has a transgressive 
potential. To master the self-exposure helps to enable alterity, 
bring about sensual awareness, render us to a collective, and 
reveal boundaries and the fragile limits of the social order.

8. The flâneur might inspire us in the negotiation of social norms, 
cultural canons and economic forces, finding a way between 
different boundaries. This figure is a game-master, generator of 
culture and social facts. 

9. Contemporary transgressions introduce unforeseen elements of 
change in the organisation and contain social critic. Also they 
rely more on cultural and symbolic codes and are generated by 
individuals.

10. Contemporary transgressor is an inventor of situations. The suc-
cess of the transgression depends upon the reactions it provokes.
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Albert Camus wrote that the modern rebel is left alone, 
refusing to accept the condition in which he finds himself (1971: 29). 
This personal frustration, or dissatisfaction (not feeling good with 
the world one lives in – in search of something else that does not 
exist at the moment), is the first requirement to become a flâneur. 
The second is to smirk when and where it is inappropriate to do so – 
developing tactics to hide and instigate.

•
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The Southbank Controversy: 
Skateboarding and Urban 
Youth in London

Iain Borden

Skateboarder Matt Fowler in the Undercroft area 
of the Festival Wing. 
© Wig Worland.
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Design for a new skateboardable-space under the 
Hungerford Bridge, by SNE Architects (2013). 
Courtesy of SNE Architects.
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Crowds viewing skateboarders in the Undercroft area 
of the Festival Wing (2013). 
© Iain Borden.
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Source: Captive Innocence Photography (2008).

The Figure of the ‘Chav’ 
in a London Satellite Town

Elias le Grand
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Source: Scally Central (2014).
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Youth Culture No More Thomas Mader

Karim is 35 years old.  
Tom is 33 and Dan is 37.

They are Londoners, and they have been skateboarding since 
their teens. They skate during the weekends at the South 
Bank Center Skate Park along the river Thames – this is their 
home base, where the usual suspects hang out. However, this 
iconic place is going through a regeneration process, and is 
on bloc for new office development in the next few years. This 
group of young and veteran skateboarders were campaigning 
against this movement last Autumn to save their skate park. 

Photographed by www.holeng.com.
For more information:http://www.londonskateparks.co.uk/skateparks/southbank/.
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A nocturnal spectre is haunting Europe: 
the spectre of clubbing.
This picture was taken by the author during an unrevealed Winter Friday night 
n “U Bukanýra – Houseboat Music Bar”, Prague, Czech Republic.

“Clubbing”: The Nocturnal 
Lymph That Flows in the 
Urban Veins of Europe

Alessandro Testa
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Jürgen Rendl

Vasil and his UAZ-452 
(Rohatyn, Ukraine, 4/Sep/2012, 15:12).

Notes of a Roadsider – 
Hitchhiking in 
Eastern Europe
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Hitching through Poland from South to North along the 
‘Jedynka’
(Near Radomsko, Poland, 2/Jul/2013, 11:45).
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The colour of migration 
(Benzinska Pumpa Beška, Serbia, 1/Sep/2013, 16:08).

The Balkans won’t let you alone 
(Autoput near Niš, Serbia, 4/Oct/2012, 16:41).
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Shifting Identities in 
Estonian Punk and Hip-hop

Ott Kagovere

A hip-hop flyer from 1998 or 1999. 
Flyer design by Lil-J (aka Jan Tomson).

p
p

. 7
8

–
8

3



464

Urban Ping-pong in Estonia Risto Kozer

Photos by Risto Kozer.
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Photos by Renee Altrov.
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Last drops of gasoline are poured into the generator 
to watch a DVD of Christian karaoke in a village named 
New York, on the Momòn river, in the Peruvian Amazon.
Photo by Kaupo Kikkas.

Escape to the Amazon Ivo Tšetõrkin
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Temporal Marginality Martin Demant Frederiksen
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America’s Heroes, 
Saints and Redeemers: 
Youth as a Labyrinthine 
Journey in Nicaragua

Marcos Farias Ferreira

Mural on Avenida 3 NE, expressing young people’s aspiration 
for love, respect, culture, leisure, gender equality, housing, 
health and schooling for all, and to be taken into account 
by political leaders (Estelí, Nicaragua).
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Sandinista diner on Avenida Central, with Che Guevara painting 
and slogan “On the way to more victories” (Estelí, Nicaragua).
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Street painters Juan Moran and Deyling Borge in their studio, 
at Casa de Cultura Leonel Rugama (Estelí, Nicaragua).
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Selfies at Funerals. Taken from the Tumblr blog of Jason Feifer. 
http://selfiesatfunerals.tumblr.com/

Old-school Photo Booths 
and Retromodernity 
in Berlin

Francisco Martínez
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Picture taken in Friedrichshain, Berlin in 2013. 
Photo by Francisco Martínez.
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The author and Ksenia in a 
photomaton of Warschauer 
Strasse (Berlin), 2010.

Elisa’s farewell. August 2013.
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Mixmag special on hats. January 2010.
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Map of machines located in Berlin in 2013. 
Source: www.photoautomaten.de. 
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Sektor Gaza, Kolkhoznyi pank, cover of 1997 CD edition, 
Gala Records.

Russian Punk in 
‘The Biggest Village 
on Earth’ 

Ivan Gololobov
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Yuri ‘Khoi’ Klinskikh. 

What do you have in mind,
PA and a monitor?!
Better off you have a listen
To the roar of our diesel motor!

Fan art taken from the Sektor Gaza unofficial website (http://sektorgaza.net/wt_inf.htm).
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Krasnodar city centre, Kommunarov street near 
Cooperative Market, Summer 2009.
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Krasnodar city centre, Kommunarov street near Mira street 
leading to the main Krasnodar train station, Summer 2009.
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Krasnodar city centre, Gor’kogo street, shot from Krasnaya 
street, the main street of the town, Summer 2009.
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Dasaev gig poster in the 
Krasnodar ‘Rock Bar’, 2012.The Zverstvo on stage, 2011.
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Cindy live.
Source: www.yuga.ru.
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Comparison of the two Eagle logos. 
The photo above by Wikimedia (creative commons) 
and below by Tommi Kotonen.

“It is not just another 
symbol”: Constructing 
the Boy London Eagle 
in a Finnish Lifestyle Blog

Riitta Hänninen and 
Tommi Kotonen
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Boy London. 
Photos by Riitta Hänninen and Tommi Kotonen.
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Beautiful Transgressions: 
Thinking the Flâneur in 
Late-modern Societies

Francisco Martínez
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OntopAssa tag on a wall of the Anjos/Intendente area of Lisbon. 
April 2014. 

Photos by Francisco Martínez.
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Post
Scriptum

#Chilling
Around Town
The Making of Exhibition on Urban Youth and 

Children at the Eesti Rahva Muuseum 
(Estonian National Museum)

May 16th 2014 – Jan 11th 2015 

Curators: Ehti Järv, Kadri Kallast and Pille Runnel 
Co-authors: students, who took part of 

participatory actions
Exhibition design: Timo Toots, Mikk Meelak, 

Margus Tamm, Marko Raat and 3+1 Architects
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This book project emerged from planning an exhibition on public 
urban space of children and youth at the Eesti Rahva Muuseum 
(ERM, Estonian National Museum). The last section of Hope-
less Youth!, ‘Post Scriptum’, involves three short pieces, bring-
ing together an insight into the background, starting points and 
development of this exhibition along with two short case studies 
from a longer list of topics, the exhibition was exploring. Unlike the 
previous parts of the book, Post Scriptum also looks at children as 
a particular age group, as the original project involved exploring 
the urban lifeworlds of both youth and kids in a museum context.1  

1 This part of the book has been published with the support of Estonian 
Science Foundation grant no 8527 “Generations and inter-generational 
relationships of the emerging information society“.
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Making of: 
the Challenges of 

Exhibition Production

#Chilling Around Town was an exhibition about growing up in cities 
and the ways the young generation creates its urban experiences 
through quotidian practices, starting with localised experiences of 
children’s ages up to being youths, who simultaneously move in 
physical, local and digital, global spaces. Our curators team set out 
to grasp the urban everyday life through the eyes of children and 
young people, leaving aside the view of adults: parents, teach-
ers, youth workers or urban planners. The curators worked with 
mapping experiences and collecting stories of children and young 
people in major Estonian cities. They asked: what do children and 
young people notice in the urban environment? Where do they 
go and what they do in the city? How do they understand pub-
lic spaces and what kind of urban “domestication” tactics do they 
implement. The resulting exhibition is the first stage in developing 
a section of the permanent exhibition at the new ERM building 
due to be opened at 2016. When planning a permanent exhibition 
at a cultural historical museum, the exhibition strategy, balancing 
stability and change within the exhibition is the key to success-
ful result. Permanent exhibitions of big central cultural historical 
museums tend to be rather conservative and there is a percep-
tion that these exhibtions should be based on a museum’s own 

Pille Runnel
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collections. Striving towards a conservative solution also means 
that museum curators might be eager to choose the framework 
of positivism as a “secure approach” of telling a trustworthy story. 

When starting to prepare this particular section of the 
future exhibition in the current and temporary settings of ERM’s 
Exhibition Lab, the core guiding principle of setting up the proj-
ect, was challenging the abovementioned assumptions of how to 
make an permanent exhibition. Our decision was to involve youth 
and children into the production process and not to link this exhi-
bition with the already existing collections of the museum. Our 
aim was to make the voice of youth and children more central 
to the process rather than engage them later with educational 
programs and side projects to a ready-made exhibition, as would 
be the usual way to organise the work. Since the decision that 
the exhibition should be based on cooperation and collaboration 
with schoolchildren, setting up the whole project became a chal-
lenge for the working group. We needed to find a good balance 
between the goals set by the fields of cultural participation and 
of social research, on which the project was based. The idea of 
cultural participation in museums is part of the development of 
new museology, which itself has roots in a broader field of cultural 
studies “from which it takes its bearings”, as new museology is 
“interested in questions about the ways in which power is socially 
deployed” (Witcomb 2012: 580). This means that on theoretical 
level, participation and cultural research share common grounds. 
In practice, designing cultural participation in a museum institu-
tion is different from designing a research project in social studies, 
where a researcher collects data according to established theo-
retical and methodological framework. Cultural participation has 
to be flexible and activities might range from inviting people to 
take part in the practices of a cultural institution (where their role 
is limited to voluntary contributions), to participatory actions with a 
strong collaboration among the participants themselves (whereby 
the particpating community carries the agency, whereas the ini-
tiator becames a host and a facilitator). Cultural participation in 
a museum aims for democratic engagement (Runnel, Pruul-
mann-Vengerfeldt 2014) whereas a research project aims for 

Hopeless Youth Post Scriptum
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producing knowledge within disciplnary boundaries and in a ver-
ifiable way. 

When planning cultural participation in a museum context, 
the crucial questions for the museum are located within the zone 
of shared cultural expertise of the curators, but also within the 
ways existing working practices might be affected by the initiative. 
From the aspect of cultural participation, the production approach 
of #Chilling Around Town challenged the traditional ways in which 
museums collect data about youth and children, but also the 
ways, the participant’s stories were involved and became visible 
at the exhibition. 

As a reseach project, making the exhibition was located at 
the intersections of ethnology, urban studies, human geography 
and media and communication studies, which outline the impor-
tance of the city as a social, cultural and material place. On a more 
general level, the project approached the experience of modern 
childhood and young adulthood. Setting up the study was inspired 
from a socio-constructive approach to childhood sociology, in 
which children are regarded as competent social actors. We also 
stressed the physicality and bodily nature (Merleay-Ponty 2005) 
of children’s interactions with their environment. Within a general 
critical theory stance we looked at the emerging childhood sociol-
ogy, in particular to its studies on children’s neighborhoods. 

The whole process followed a strand of current youth and 
child research, where studying children has been replaced with 
studying with children. The decision to approach children and 
youth as a key source during the research for the exhibition proj-
ect meant turning around the traditional balance and changing 
the point of view. A participatory approach challenges traditional 
social research, where studies on youth and especially children 
have mostly involved collecting information from the children’s 
parents, teachers and other adults. As researchers point out, 
information acquired from the children themselves has been con-
sidered of secondary importance (Kyronlampi-Kylmanen, Maatta 
2011). It has even been proposed that in social studies, there 
have been insufficient attempts to take children seriously and 

Making of: the Challenges of Exhibition 
Production
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understand their lives ‘in their own terms’. To a great extent, this 
starting point – to take children’s own words at face value and as 
the primary source of knowledge about their experiences – goes 
against tradition in sociology. In this scenario, researchers have 
been concerned that children’s roles will remain marginal in soci-
ety if their own empirical information is not regarded as valuable 
(ibid.). More recently, across different disciplines, change is indeed 
taking place and children are emerging as a key source for under-
standing the dynamics of their everyday lives (Christensen, James 
2000; Barker, Weller 2003; Einars dóttir 2007). 

Studies with children and youth require creative research 
methods in sociology, psychology, education etc. Often the cre-
ative methods are synonymous with the production of visual 
material, such as drawings or taking photos (MacDonald 2009; 
Masoumeh Farokhi, Hashemi 2011; Young, Barett 2011) or multi-
modal digital storytelling (Alexander 2011). Willing to acknowledge 
both research and cultural participation aspects of the project, the 
team  decided to employ an experimental multimethod and mul-
tisited approach. This approach would treat children and youth as 
research subjects as if they were adults, while acknowledging they 
have different communication skills from adults, possess different 
competencies and engage in different modes of communication, 
such as telling tales, writing stories, drawing pictures or taking 
photos. The central idea behind this approach is to provide knowl-
edge about aspects of social life that may not be accessible with 
traditional qualitative research methods (Gauntlett 2007: 182).

Therefore, each step in the research conducted between 
2012 and 2014 had to be designed to adjust to the daily practices of 
children and teenagers throughout Estonia. A significant portion of 
participants lived in Tallinn, Tartu and Pärnu. The research started 
at the end of 2012 with an essay and drawing competition Me in 
the city, in which participants described their own spaces in the 
city as well as perceptions of the good and bad aspects of urban 
life. The drawing competition was followed by in-depth fieldwork 
in a few selected schools. Eventually, two different research paths 
evolved, where Path 1 focused on children (under 10 years old) 
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and Path 2 on youngsters (10–16 years old) (Figure 1). The deci-
sions about the ensuing steps in the research process were not 
made with final exhibition objects in mind, but were based on 
the need to acquire more knowledge regarding the emerging 
 topics. The applied methods involved sets of semi-structured and 
unstructured individual and group interviews and experimental 
contributory exercises relying on expected competencies of chil-
dren, such as drawing, telling and writing stories, which enabled 
them to show relevant places and describe their daily activities. 

Figure 1: Research path 1 (upper) followed the urban 
imaginations of children and Research Path 2 (lower) 
applied experimental multisited research of young 
people. 

Making of: the Challenges of Exhibition 
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– Research path 1 with children involved drawing competitions, 
urban walks and filming excercises. Audiovisual material was 
recorded in 2013–2014 in Pärnu and Tallinn. The filming was pre-
ceded by the drawing contest Me in the city. More than 400 draw-
ings were submitted by the 6–14 year olds, showing what children 
do in the cities, what they dislike or are afraid of, where are their 
favourite shopping malls, cinemas, but also secret hiding places. 
These covered their highly personal perceptions of urbanity: fear, 
security, freedom and play, noise and anxiety, but also excitement 
related to the events and social interactions in the city space (Run-
nel, Järv 2014). Urban walks with children and adolescents were 
set up as audiovisual explorations of their own, in some cases 
“secret places”. On these video-camera accompanied trips, chil-
dren met with friends, often a variety of outdoor games spon-
taneously started. Through this stage it became clear that the 
games involving the building of play houses are very popular 
among the children, thus a second drawing initiative to map archi-
tectural imaginaries and design approaches of 1–6th graders was 
organised (same volume, pp. 508–525). 

– Research Path 2 dealt with young people, involving sets 
of their familiar formats, such as essay competition, interviews, 
and a range of visual research methods, such as working with city 
maps to explore participants memories and get to know their sto-
ries about places in the city which are meaningful for them, keep-
ing photo diaries and visual documentation of one’s media use. 
Classroom discussions outlined the significance and centrality of 
smartphones in young people’s social lives. Instead of a series of 
semi-structured interviews, a participatory monitoring program of 
young people’s own media use in public space was designed. This 
enabled the curators to combine geographical and digital aspects 
of smartphone use at the exhibition (see in more detail same vol-
ume, pp. 526–544). 

Hopeless Youth Post Scriptum
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Conclusions

The experience of the team members, carrying out fieldwork 
along with experiments suggests that the strength of this kind 
of approach lies in making the role and skills of the participants 
prominent in the research. Many of the experiments could be car-
ried out in natural settings, making reseach part of school activ-
ities. This means that the students working with the researchers 
established through the work a community, in which meaning was 
negotiated and established. In a group discussion, the researcher 
was able to observe how participants of the study give meanings. 
At the same time, from a social study point of view, the experi-
mental approach is not establishing objective facts, which used 
to be prominent building blocks of cultural historical permanent 
exhibitions at museums. Experimental work with children and 
youth helps to uncover previously hidden thoughts, the outcome 
of the experiments also might be shaped by group behaviour or 
participants’ desires to be approved by their peers in whatever 
they are doing. 

Thus, when starting to develop the actual exhibition objects 
and multimedia solutions on the basis of the generated material, 
the decision-making was close to an ethnographic research pro-
cess, which added mostly interpretational and analytical depth 
in creating the exhibition as an interpretive space. Rather than 
developing a coherent narrative as a definitive result, this space 
is open to creating sets of cognitive sense-making paths by the 
visitors themselves. 

Although managing the exhibition project as both a cul-
tural participation initiative and a research project was challenging, 
eventually the exhibition has confirmed the success of the exper-
imental and participatory production processes in many ways, 
especially in terms how visitors relate to the exhibition. Obser-
vation of visiting dynamics suggests a change in the ways youth 
and children relate to the exhibition. A typical school group visit to 
the museum exhibition is a form of interaction between museum 

Making of: the Challenges of Exhibition 
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professionals, students and their teachers in a specific education 
setting, where learning happens across different sites and con-
texts. When visiting an exhibition, usually teachers with or without 
with accompaniment of a museum educator would be the ones 
to set the agenda and define visiting outcomes in terms of see-
ing, experiencing and learning. #Chilling Around Town, which was 
produced in collaboration with children and youth, triggers young 
visitors to become the active agents of the visit, being those who 
shape the situated dynamics of talk and interaction among the 
participants. As part of the social interaction at the exhibition, chil-
dren actively create intercontextual linkages which bridge and 
create connections between different learning experiences. They 
also lead and shape the visiting experience of the adults and thus 
the overall meaning making and explanation process of the par-
ticipants, by pointing up and explaining exhibition objects related 
to their own prior lived experiences. Thus the preliminary obser-
vations of the exhibition visits suggest that exhibition also serves 
as a good case study, contributing ot rethinking the role of the 
audiences inside exhibitions.

•

Hopeless Youth Post Scriptum



499

 References

Alexander, Bryan 2011. The New Digital 
Storytelling: Creating Narratives 
with New Media. Santa Barbara, 
CA: Praeger. 

Barker, John and Weller, Susie 2003. 
‘“Is it fun?” Developing children 
centered research methods’. – 
International Journal of Sociology 
and Social Policy, 23, 1, 33–58.

Christensen, Pia and James, Allison 
2000. Research with Children: 
Perspectives and Prac tices. London: 
Falmer Press.

Einarsdóttir, Johanna 2007. ‘Research 
with children: methodological and 
ethical challenges’. – European 
Early Childhood Education, 15, 2, 
197–211.

Gauntlett, David 2007. Creative 
Explorations: New Approaches 
to Identities and Audiences. 
Routledge. 

Kyronlampi-Kylmanen, Taina and  
Maatta, Kaarina 2011. ‘Using 
children as research subjects: How 
to interview a child aged 5 to 7 
years’. – Educational Research and 
Reviews, 6, 1, 87–93.

MacDonald, Amy 2009. ‘Drawing stories: 
The power of children’s drawings 
to communicate the lived’. – 
Australasian Journal of Early 
Childhood, 34, 3, 40–49.

Masoumeh Farokhi and Hashemi, 
Masoud 2011. ‘The analysis 
of children’s drawings: social, 
emotional, physical, and 
psychological aspects’. – Procedia 
– Social and Behavioral Sciences, 
30, 2219–2224.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 2005. 
Phenomenology of Perception. 
London and New York: Routlegde 
classics. 

Runnel, Pille and Pruulmann-
Vengerfeldt, Pille (eds.) 2014. 
Democratising the Museum: 
Reflections on Participatory 
Technologies. Peter Lang. 

 Runnel, Pille and Järv, Ehti 2014. 
‘Children and the City: imagining 
urban spaces’. In Francisco 
Martínez and Klemen Slabina 
(eds.). Playgrounds and Battlefields: 
Critical Perspectives of Social 
Engagement. Tallinn: TLU Press, 
425–439. 

Young, Lorraine and Barett, Hazel 2001. 
‘Adapting visual methods: action 
research with Kampala street 
children’. – Area, 33, 2, 141–152.

Witcomb, Andrea 2012. ‘Interactivity in 
Museums: The Politics of Narrative 
Style’. In Bettina M. Carbonell (ed.). 
Museum Studies. An Anthology 
of Contexts. Wiley-Blackwell, 
580–589.

Making of: the Challenges of Exhibition 
Production



500

Outdoor fieldwork session to map children’s games 
in urban public space.
Photo by Ehti Järv.
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Video triptych at the exhibition of children’s 
outdoor games.
Photo by Arp Karm.
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The creative methods used to understand how 
young people perceive urban space included drawing 
mindmaps of the city. 
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Maps were used when collaborating with young people 
to trigger stories about their urban experiences.
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Collaboration with children started with 
a drawing competition called My City.
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Urban experiences 

When you are a 5–10 years old child, your engagement with public 
space is likely limited to the proximities of your home, neighbor-
hood and city district. These all form your potential playground, 
becoming step-by-step your space of freedom and zone of inde-
pendent experimenting, play and joy, as you get older. 

In reality, adults shape and frame the urban public spaces 
that children use and experience. Excluding the legal and social 
dimensions of the design and planning processes, there are vis-
ible and physical aspects of ‘play areas’, on which the childhood 
experiences of the planners and designers are as influential as 
perceptions of safety and professional competence. The outcomes 
in city environments are structured, fenced and controlled play 
areas in cities. Playgrounds as sites of experiencing and exploring 
the surrounding environment are accompanied by increasingly 
privatised spaces and a decrease in the independent mobility of 
children, especially amongst those families living in newly estab-
lished neighbourhoods with private family housing.

Architecture
According to Children: 

Tree House World 

Pille Runnel
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There are no easy ways to explore the dynamics of free-
dom and restrictions that determine how children experience the 
urban spaces surrounding them – playgrounds, neighbourhoods, 
streets, squares, small open places and architectural infrastruc-
ture. Yet, to understand the diversity of children’s urban worlds, 
it is crucial to understand the kinds of spaces and spatial infra-
structures they find usable (and in which ways) besides spaces, 
designed specifically for them. The debates about children and 
architecture are usually not about ‘children’s architecture’, but 
about ‘architecture for kids’. In order to accommodate only the first 
notion, the curator’s team when preparing the #Chilling Around 
Town exhibition, added an extra step to the research process. The 
step focused on children’s architectural drawings of playhouses

So what is the essence of the resulting exhibition objects 
as well as the collection of 452 children’s play house designs, col-
lected by the museum as a result of the drawing competition? Is 
it a novel way of looking at the development of modern arhictec-
ture? Or is the resulting collection of drawings a representation of 
non-pretentious fantasy playgrounds of children and teens? From 
the research point of view, we saw the drawing competition as a 
powerful methodological tool, where drawing become a mode of 
critical re-imagining of urbanity which provided access to the chil-
dren’s points of view of their everyday surroundings. The aim and 
relevance of organising the drawing contest did not stem from 
the expectations of discussing the participants’ perceptions of 
‘good cities’ in the context of the discipline of urban planning. We 
were interested in the material representations of children’s per-
sonal, internalised experiences in public spaces rather than about 
shared and expressed experiences. Also, many of the urban prac-
tices or their visible/material traces are often more subcultural 
(street art, skateboarding) than general and are representative of 
a particular generation. Skateboarders or street artists are expert 
users of urban spaces being capable of re-inventing and re-ar-
ticulating urbanity. Private uses of public urban space are often 
related to mobility (people walking in or passing through), struc-
tured by practices and temporal complexities. We saw drawings 
of children’s play houses as representations of personal spaces 
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where the space stands still. Play houses are “moments” in urban 
practice, becoming visible to the others through the materiality of 
design. Playhouses provide a frame of communication and thus a 
possibility of contact with other users. 

Designs of children’s dream play houses represent their 
ideal worlds, giving hints about how they relate themselves to 
the urban space: do they break the rules or follow the prefab-
ricated ideals borrowed by the world of adults? Or is it mid-way 
between the two? Childrens’ drawings propose that play houses 
can be built anywhere: in the underwood behind the garage, in 
grandma’s garden, even inside the house. Consequently they 
may vary in shape and size, from the classic wooden tree house to 
sci-fi robot tree houses. The drawings suggest that a ‘play house’ 
should be located in secure places, in a home yard or a landscape 
covered with bushes, where no-one else walks. It is important that 
the playhouse is hidden from strangers’ eyes, as it a secret place, 
available to just a few good friends. A playhouse built in the tree 
behind grandmother’s house would be a good place to simply 
hang out. But totally different notions are also possible, as other 
hut designs confirm. If, when imagining a playhouse, a larger 
group of friends is under consideration, the place need to be spa-
cious enough play and dance, attractive from outside and located 
in an easily accessible location like the middle of the lawn. 

Architecture of informality

We asked children to imagine they were architects preparing the 
project of a building. We asked them to include a plan view of 
the play house as well as explanations about the  materials, main 
elements of the building, its location and usage. The designs var-
ied from descriptions of exclusive private villas with pools and 
high-quality building materials to tiny, cosy huts made out of 
cardboard and blankets found at home. Lot of projects involved 
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the presence of mature trees, which served as the base structures 
for the playhouses. 

When approaching the designs from the aspect of architec-
ture, children largely appear to explore the concept of ‘miniature 
home’. Some of the child-designers are seekers of independence, 
who prefer small structures that provide safe environments. If 
these designs were produced adult professionals, they would not 
adhere to the regulatory control of bureaucratic restrictions such 
as building codes or safety regulations but merge into the wider 
corpus of the ‘architecture of informality’ (Dovey 2013). Children 
oriented towards cooperation and interaction tend to replace the 
concept of a small shelter with spatious spaces, capable of hosting 
a child’s entire social network. 

The designs operate at the intersection between play and 
the contemporary city and involve the conceptual value, potential 
and limits of the intersection. The designs also reveal hidden cor-
relations with architectural movements and building styles. Some 
designs clearly involve the potential of an iconic ‘microarchitec-
ture’ (Slavid 2007). This movement deals with implicit aims such 
as the resistance of construction materials or timelessness ver-
sus ephemerality, as their creators change or move away towards 
other significancies. The children’s drawings presented buildings 
we could ‘read’ as garden huts and garden houses, sustainable 
tree houses, forest refugees and meditative domes, each sensi-
tive to its surroundings. It’s almost to see the play of light through 
the branches and leaves surrounding the structure built in the tree, 
where the residents enjoy privacy, while enjoying the views. These 
designs have been driven by the character of the site, where the 
design absorbs and internalizes the quality of the place, to borrow 
it as part of the spatial experience.  

Another set of designs deals with the issues of dwelling: 
micro-apartments, summer containers and cardboard houses, 
based on the quality of ‘found objects’, and also extra spaces for 
community activities and social interaction – the most exclusive 
spaces had high degrees of potential for entertainment, including 
swimming pools, home cinemas and even spas. Naturally, when 
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required to express one’s imagination and playfulness, fantasies 
occasionally merged with creativity and turned playhouses into 
space stations or boutique showrooms for military armouries.  

Drawings provide hints about ongoing material innova-
tions: while mostly relying on traditional building materials derived 
from nature (the issue seems to be familiarity with the material 
rather than any environmental-friendliness), occasionally a play 
house design introduces a radical innovation in construction 
materials, resembling the single-mould polycarbonate object by 
Philippe Starck. Starck approaches plastic as the most aristocratic 
but democratic contemporary material, which is designed to help 
people to have a better life. “Why plastic? Because plastic is cre-
ated by us, by human intelligence. We have not created stone, we 
have not created wood. We have created plastic. And because 
almost everybody can have a product of very high quality for 
affordable price.” (Starck 2014) Children, as designers, do not think 
explicitly in the categories of democratic design. They are driven 
by an attempt to improve the quality of their own lives, facing high 
techological challenges just to “bring some space under control” 
(Douglas 1991: 289) in order to produce happiness. 

Explanatory texts accompanying the children’s playhouse 
designs confirm that for them, the important factors are the sense 
of excitement and the use of their imagination. These abstract 
notions largely conflict with the discipline of urban planning, as 
they both assail the order and control that basically constitutes 
the agenda of urban planning. How children’s spaces are planned 
and organised in the adult’s world, affects the spectrum of chil-
dren’s activities spaces can accommodate. Often, the activities 
not catered for are those offering opportunities to experiment or 
improvise. Thus the idea of a playhouse also constitutes feelings of 
protection, security, freedom, as well as independence and per-
sonal liberation.
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Design process 

In retrospect, it appears that the competition of drawing and 
describing one’s dream play houses was a conceptual move in 
producing the #Chilling Around Town exhibition. We took chil-
dren-as-creators from their normative experience of creating 
through playing and building and moved them to a design-play-
ground of children-as-architects. But while the two ‘playgrounds’ 
share the same tools the processes of creation are fundamentally 
different from each other. A professional architect’s thought pro-
cesses towards design is different from that of children beyond the 
basic knowledge and skills of using drawing as a tool, understand-
ing conventions of representing architectural ideas or the training 
of the eye. 

When concerning the design process as a way of relating 
to the notion of space, architects use drawing as a way of think-
ing about architecture, but the object they are working with is to 
be built and thus spatially realised by someone else. Drawing is 
hegemonic over the end result, but the two are closely linked to 
each other. McFayden (2012) uses the ideas of the architectural 
historian Robin Evans (1997) when exploring previous studies 
examining how architectural drawings translate into built objects. 
McFayden points out “in architecture you can think through draw-
ing, but the building never materializes. Drawing precedes build-
ing in architecture, but painting follows from it in art.” (McFayden 
2012: 104–105) As another architectural historian Jonathan Hill 
explains “The major currency in contemporary architecture is the 
image, the photograph not the building” (Hill 1998: 137, cited in 
Redström 2012: 83–99). The professional architect, while not actu-
ally involved in the physical activity of construction (built design) 
has created the schemes, plans and drawings (drawn design) that 
have resulted in the outcome. As far as the children were con-
cerned, drawing and building are not linked to each other in the 
design process. Drawing, based on experiences and imaginations, 
became the dominant activity, because it was as a tool of com-
munication with the exhibition curators. At the same time, these 
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drawings (drawn designs) are disassociated from any actual play-
houses (built designs) in children’s design practice. In the absence 
of an organised drawing competition, the children would have 
focused on building an actual tree or playhouse (built design), 
which they could begin to use, neglecting the drawing (drawn 
design) altogether. 

The design process for actual tree and play houses con-
structed by children is largely based on mental images created 
by the imagination as opposed to schemes, plans, drawings and 
other visual, two-dimensional representational images. Research 
into children’s design processes emphasizes the inability of chil-
dren to connect design drawings with an actual product (Hope 
2005). Drawings are products, rather than a tool for future plan-
ning. The children’s play house designs were not architectural 
plans to be realised and then used.1 Although real play houses are 
built, rebuilt, developed, and sometimes destroyed by children, 
their creative experience does not start with planning and  draw-
ing on a sheet of paper. 

Children as designers of play houses more closely resem-
ble artists than architects. Children do not treat drawing an inter-
vening medium or tool for something else, but the object of 
their thoughts or concrete representations of previously seen or 
experienced real tree or play houses. A drawing submitted to the 
competition was an end point. The whole event could be consid-
ered as literacy practice rather than design practice. Yet, in the 
drawing process, children were, in contrast to architects, also pro-
dusers (Bruns 2006). This is the aspect that makes the drawing 
competition relevant for the curators attempts to understand chil-
dren’s points of view regarding urbanity. When working with the 
designs, children were primarily not working with the structures of 

1 When preparing the exhibition the curator and designer team rethought 
the original plan to use drawings as simply a methodological step in 
accessing children’s perceptions of public space and created four different 
playhouses or their models for the exhibition on the basis of the drawings, 
in addition to developing an interactive database of kids ‘Tree Hut World’ for 
the exhibition.
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the buildings (although many of the drawings resemble an archi-
tectural drawing), they rather approached their task as thinking 
about usable material objects or collections of objects, linked to 
their own everyday lives (irrespective of how distant their dream 
playhouses appeared to be). 

Interiors of the playhouses represent children’s interests 
and values, but also reflect what they consider lacking in their 
home lives. Some children dream of a room with modest inte-
rior space, as a place for reading and meditation. Others describe 
a fantasy house, full of entertainment opportunities. The influ-
ence of mass media on children’s interpretation and usage of the 
urban space is manifest in their ‘play’ worlds, with some designs 
depicting fortresses, equipped with military gadgets and security 
systems, others providing opportunity to replay elements from 
their favourite films sene on TV. 

The drawings submitted to the contest outline a variety of 
objects at the dream playhouses accompanied by descriptions of 
their uses:  

Three cactus-shaped cameras are guarding the 
hut, one camera, which is above the door and one 
is on the balcony. The entrance is through the stairs. 
The roof of the hut carries three solar panels, which 
help to produce electricity in the electricity room, 
needed at the second floor. The second floor also 
has a buffet. There different foods will be kept and 
served. On the first floor a lounge, gym and cinema 
are located. These are needed so that we can train 
ourselves to become soldiers with friends.   
(Mihkel, grade 3)

Children’s drawings open up an imaginary world, inhabited by 
people, but inspired by reality. Found objects in children’s play-
house designs also work as material representations of spatiality 
and describe the ways their composers are related to the space 
surrounding them – it becomes one’s spatial representation. Play-
house designs became maps of these processes, which bring the 
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described objects and elements together to the same location. 
Playhouse designs became stories of children’s creativity, oper-
ating at the intersection between imagined and remembered 
worlds and innovations. The ideas derived from children’s expe-
riences about using these playhouses become the preconditions, 
not the results, of spatial creativity. 

The design approach adopted by children who partici-
pated in the museum’s drawing competition is essentially phe-
nomenological, based on personal knowledge and subjectivity, 
formulating their personal perspective. The drawings are not 
representations of object-oriented design, which can simply be 
viewed, but represent relational spaces, domains of communal 
exhange, which children as composers intend to became part of. 
This type of design acts as a kind of choreography for moving and 
locating bodies in the (imaginary) spaces. The starting point for 
children in designing imaginary playhouses are relationships and 
human interaction. 

Motivations for creating the playhouses and participating 
in any social interactions related to these constructions are based 
on the identities of children as creators. These include imagined 
future developments, as in the case of Mihkel (quoted above) 
whose playhouse design is based on his plan to have a military 
career. He uses the environment as a support structure for his 
intentions. 

The play house designs varied in how, and to what extent, 
the constructions merged into the surrounding (public) space. 
Some designs were less integrated, whereas others applied a 
‘responsive design’ in regard to locating a construction according 
to the surrounding environment.  In the particular instances, the 
playhouses role had become part of prospective guests’ environ-
mental experiences by being highly aware of the built and natural 
surroundings. The central design idea seems to be one of activat-
ing the surrounding environment and triggering interest to explore 
it further, thus confirming children’s holistic design strategies. 

•
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The tree house on wheels Ltd.
My tree house is built in an old truck. There are five spaces 
in my tree house. Different games can be played in these 
rooms. There is enough activity for all my friends. It is a swell 
tree house.
Playhouse designer: Artur Soo. 
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The tree house.
My dream hut is made of old wooden planks, re-used and 
newly painted slate, branches and nails, old boarded up 
windows, my own beds, old lamps, stool and a desk and 
yet all the other stuff. My hut is on the top of the tree and it 
is single-decked. Inside there are two beds and rest of the 
equipment is located in the attic. I would play board games 
over there and also computer games. 
Playhouse designer: Henrik Leier. 
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Robot’s hut.
This is a robot hut, because it resembles robots a bit. This 
hut has nine rooms, in one room one can even dance. Silent 
rooms are located separately. Over there, each kid has a 
private room with spa. Robot’s hut can move from one place 
to another with robot steps. I hope that future play houses 
look like this. 
Playhouse designer: Kristin Rüüt.
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Some of the play house designs realised at the exhibition. 
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Digital database The World of Tree Huts and Play Houses of 
play house designs sent in to the drawing competition for 1st 
to 4th graders  was presented at the exhibition. A database 
enabled exhibition visitors to get an overview of the variety 
of hut and playhouse designs of Estonian children. Designs 
of children’s dream playhouses represent their ideal worlds, 
giving clues about how children relate to urban space: 
do they break the rules or follow the prefabricated ideals 
borrowed by the world of adults?
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Living in a secular society, Estonian youth probably did not notice 
the message of Pope Francis, who urged in his speech to 50 000 
German altar servers who had come to Rome on a pilgrimage in 
August 2014 that they not to waste time on the Internet, smart-
phones and television, but spend their time on more produc-
tive activities (Scherer 2014). “Maybe many young people waste 
too many hours on futile things,” the pope said (ibid.). Whether 
the relationship between youth and the internet is futile or a 
way to embrace the opportunities of an digital age, is a debate 
which goes beyond the information age into history, further back 
than television and probably the printing press. But pope Fran-
cis is right at least about one thing: the internet and youth go 
together. Everywhere. Walk into any young-people filled envi-
ronment today and you’ll find it media-saturated: a mix of smart 
phones and other digital media, most likely in use for socialising 
and connecting, content creation, information searching or view-
ing and reading digital content. It is not society that has become 
media-saturated, it is a condition, where “everything is mediated” 
(Livingstone 2009: 2). Indeed, in the early twenty-first century 
it seems that a core societal value is that of connection. In our 
public and private lives, at micro and macro levels, getting more 
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connected is called for, planned for and celebrated. Connections 
are heterarchical, agentic, creative. They can overcome barriers 
and blockages to facilitate interaction, hybridity, flexibility and flow. 
(Livingstone 2014: 55) The overwhelmingly mediated connected-
ness of youth and its spatial aspects became the second pillar of 
curating the #Chilling Around Town exhibition. 

It is widely recognised that today’s complex empirical 
media landscape requires equally complex theoretical approaches 
(Drotner 2002). Our interest in exploring young people’s urban 
lives as media rich experiences was located at the analytical inter-
section of two different theoretical frameworks. Firstly, in the area 
of media studies, looking at youth as a digital generation, where 
understanding media-rich lives of youth is also informed by medi-
atization theories. The second framework has to do with the ‘rela-
tionality’ of (urban) space. This concept is used by Henri Lefebvre 
when he discusses this space as a result of human activity. Instead 
of thinking of space as static continuum to be filled with some-
thing, it is rather constantly produced or reproduced by human 
interaction (1991 [1974]). Lefebvre’s idea of relationality is comple-
mented by Michel de Certeau’s (1984 [1980]: 93) idea of how the 
city is written ‘from down below’ by the stories that the intersecting 
wonderings of ordinary urban dwellers compose, thereby escap-
ing the attempts to impose upon it an imaginary totalisation ‘from 
above’ (de Certeau 1984: 96). The concept of ‘relationality’ is top-
ical also at the time of digitisation of the urban space, where the 
multi-layered nature or the space becomes especially vivid. These 
two lines of thought can be brought together when approaching 
young people’s spatial practices, as the practices are closely linked 
to the ICTs and the strong presence of portable digital devices.1 

1 Audience scholar Seija Ridell suggests that to be able to describe 
adequately the nature of urban spatial transformation it is actually necessary 
to update Lefebvre’s (1991 [1974]) relational notion of space and take note of 
the interrelationality of space, as the latter notion not only directs attention to 
the hybridity of urban space but also raises the issue of people’s complicity 
with the intricate dynamics of social power in the software-sustained cities 
onto the agenda (Ridell 2014: 239).
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When exploring digital urbanity, we were interested in 
how young people use digital devices to manage, bring together 
and hold apart the public and the private in their daily lives, 
approaching  as a particular generation, while at the same time 
being aware of the need to keep critical undertones while doing 
so. One can assume that this generation, living their media-rich 
lives, is accordingly more independent, curious, innovative and 
open. Social network sites, online games, video-sharing sites, 
gadgets are now well established in the fixtures of youth culture 
(Ito 2010). Yet, ‘digital generation’ and ‘digital natives’ are widely 
used, although contested concepts, being criticised because of 
technological determinism and because they encourage a denial 
of actual digital stratification inside the generation (Kalmus 2014). 
The only domain where the young display features characteristic 
to the digital generation becomes apparent when looking at the 
usage of social media channels for communication and self-rep-
resentation (ibid.). Self-representation appeared as a key domain 
in the extensive group work sessions with youth, when the cura-
tors were working with the exhibition preparation: 

20.30 back home, browse through Twitter, Facebook, 
Tumblr (Participant’s media diary)2

When I came home, I had time to listen to music and 
talk to friends (Participant’s media diary)

Exploring the mediated experiences of the young for the #Chilling 
Around Town exhibition was an exercise in mediatization research. 
From various scholars discussing the meaning and relevance of 
mediatization in approaching the situation, where everything is 
mediated (Krotz 2009; Lundby 2009; Hepp 2013; Couldry 2014) the 
most relevant work to provide theoretical grounds for the exhibi-
tion curators was that of Friedrich Krotz (2009: 24–25). Krotz sees 
mediatization as a meta-process – just like globalisation or indi-
vidualisation – that refers to how “media in the long run increas-
ingly become relevant for the social construction of everyday life 

2 This and following quotes from young people’s media diaries.
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and sociocultural reality as a whole” (ibid.). Rooted to some extent 
in the early 1990s media ethnography approach to media-rich 
everyday life (Silverstone, Hirsch 1992) the concept of mediatiza-
tion is important if we seek to understand everyday realities and 
socialisation. Families, peer groups and schools are still the funda-
mental institutions in socialisation. However, they are also medi-
atized and cannot be understood without the media (Krotz 2009). 

During the Estonian language course I used Twitter. 

During Biology we watched a film. 

During History we watched a film. 

During Physics we watched a film. 

And we watched a film in Chemistry. 

I checked what is interesting out there on Instagram. 

(Participant’s media diary)

Another German scholar, Andreas Hepp, applying a transme-
dia perspective points out that the communication that is part of 
the process of “constructing” (Berger, Luckmann 1967; Knoblauch 
2013) families as well as public spheres is not simply based on one 
medium but on various kinds of media (Hepp 2013). For fami-
lies, this might be (mobile) phones and the social web, (digital) 
photo albums to share pictures, letters and postcards, or watching 
television together (ibid.). This means that when trying to grasp 
anything, from families and groups of friends to states and trans-
national public spheres, the different media (both traditional and 
digital) describing them have to be taken into account. Young 
people, wherever they are and whatever they do, have access to 
a set of media and media functions, i.e. they act in a media-rich 
environment.

Despite the fact that studies in contemporary media-rich 
lives are not limited to particular uses of media and media con-
tent, research discussing particularly urban localities as medi-
atized communicative environments is somewhat rare (Couldry, 
McCarthy 2004; Falkheimer, Jansson 2006). In audience studies, 
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including studies of young people and children, the household has 
remained the main context of studying media use, despite porta-
ble devices becoming increasingly the main device used to access 
the internet. When using mediatization as a framework inform-
ing our empirical work as exhibition curators, the starting point of 
actual field research was not so much following the domestic and 
public contexts of media use. We had to depart the usual contexts 
and try to learn about young people’s engagement with different 
forms of mediated communication in the everyday space.

Acknowledging that “contemporary cities, physical urban 
places and virtual space become profoundly entangled with one 
another in the networked and mobile uses of media and tech-
nologies” (Ridell, Zeller 2013) we set out to explore how urban 
spatiality is (re)produced in young people’s media-related and 
technology-mediated activities. We designed a research path to 
uncover their mediatized daily activities of communicating, net-
working and learning. We attempted to study media usage in an 
experimental, iterative way so that the data was partly analysed 
between the phases of working with the participants at the field-
work sessions. Various methodological steps moved back and 
forth in order to learn about a set of questions: where and under 
what circumstances do young people use media technologies? 
How are media technologies involved in how youth experience, 
understand and use urban spaces? In which ways are digital tech-
nologies involved into how young people relate to their surround-
ings? How do technological gadgets bring social relationships to 
the public urban space? 

The whole process applied participatory research meth-
ods. During this cooperation, students at Kristiine Gymnasium in 
Tallinn filled out two sets of homework. As classwork and home-
work, young people kept a diary and a photo diary about their daily 
media use. This self-documentation approach sought to uncover 
participants’ personal perspectives and experiences and helped 
to map what kind of media technologies and applications youth 
used in a set of physical and geographical locations, including 
home, school and urban surroundings. Students monitored and 
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documented their use of media across various situations encoun-
tered during whole day – both when settled and while on the 
move. Apart from being a participatory data collection exercise, 
this approach was beneficial to the curators in terms of enabling 
an insight into activities and places to which the researcher as a 
grownup from outside would not have had access. 

The fieldwork carried out by the curators enabled them 
to develop exhibition objects, in cooperation with media artists, 
that explored and portrayed how the digital generation manages 
space through digital media tools: the In My Own Bubble instal-
lation and a touch-screen-based item called How Are You Tweet-
ing, Estonia? Both show how, through primarily social and creative 
uses, mobile phones have given urban space a new life for young 
people.

The In My Own Bubble installation showed how young 
people constantly moved between social media channels, con-
textualising these switches into the spatial management of public 
and private in public space. This exhibition item, developed from 
the fieldwork data, presented a fast-forwarded day of young 
people based on screenshots of their activities on smartphones 
and in photos, tracing the places they had been in the city. At the 
installation, a set of lamps hanging from the ceiling depicted the 
different media channels they had used, while a set of computer 
screens showed both the created and used media content they 
uploaded throughout the day. 

While the 19th century flâneur was someone who actively 
sought urbanity and a relationship with urban space, the contem-
porary wanderer portrayed by In My Own Bubble might switch 
back and forth between spatial layers. By going online one barri-
cades oneself from encounters with the immediate reality: “When 
on the bus I quickly read through my Twitter feed and listened to 
some music,” a participant in the study notes in her media usage 
diary. One might experience moments, or a full mode of, com-
plete disconnection from one’s surroundings, disappearing into a 
bubble created by a digital portable device whenever possible. At 
the same time, digital portable media serves as a tool of nonstop 
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connection with user’s social realities: one’s remote, but familiar 
social circle of friends and family3. 

The technological layer between urbanity and the self 
enchances the hybridity of the urban space, which combines pri-
vate, public, virtual and real. While often being the tool of dis-
connection, portable digital devices make relating to urbanity still 
possible, as one can link to specific locations and make one’s par-
ticular location meaningful and one’s privacy public through tech-
nological mediation. This was explored by the second exhibition 
item, which offered visitors the possibility to explore hybridity via 
a touch-screen-based database of contextualised tweets called 
How Are You Tweeting, Estonia? The touch screen displayed real-
time Twitter messages sent in Estonia. The appearing tweets were 
linked to their tweeting location and showed spots and clusters 
of tweets emerging in real time. By zooming in to this amazing 
set of ‘big data’, the exhibition visitors were able to distinguish 
media content on a very small scale, for example, tweets from 
one neighbourhood, public square, school house or perhaps even 
home. Significantly, the content of the tweets with geolocation 
does not necessarily deal with the author’s surroundings. 

The media In My Own Bubble installation was also a rep-
resentation of ‘thirdspace’ (Soja 1996), which is based on ‘hanging 
out’ in consumerist spaces or in a square, park or street alone or 
with friends. Hanging out changes the status of a place, creating 
a “third space” – a “bubble” with a temporary character that is 
strongly supported by digital gadgets4. It appears that while young 

3 According to the recent report (Mascheroni, Cuman 2014), smartphone 
use has diversifi ed both locations and devices of internet access, while 
the home remains the main context of use. Using it, while on the move, 
comes second. According to the study, with smartphones, kids value privacy 
and convenience more than mobility (ibid.), but this is also partly, why 
smartphones actually are used, while on the move: smartphone is a constant 
link to one’s social network (ibid.).

4 This phrase was introduced as a key concept for interpreting youth urban 
practices at the exhibition by Ehti Järv, the chief curator of the exhibition. 
It is derived from Mary Thomas (2005: 591), for whom ’hanging out’ as a 
theoretical category involves various space-related practices for temporary 
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people are crosscutting the online and the offline, hanging out 
both on-site and online simultaneously, they are making public 
urban space more private. Originally the concept of “thirdspace” 
was created by Soja (1996), for whom this notion referred to the 
space which is located between the spaces of adults and children 
(Matthews et al. 2000: 69), but this concept also holds in the case 
of space created by media technologies, where personal digital 
gadgets amplify the experience. Waltrop (2013: 565) suggests that 
for their users, this kind of non-place is part of semi-public per-
sonal landscapes, and that the media is involved in a way that is 
crucial to the dynamics of being invisible to outsiders. By hanging 
out in this private space it is possible to communicate with friends 
untroubled and at a distance from those who would place restric-
tions, such as family or strangers. 

This phenomenon of the changing status of the place has 
been explored in various studies. For example Kopomaa argues 
that mobile phones entering the street and other public spaces 
changes these locations into places of sharing and collecting 
information, and of creating and maintaining social relationships 
(2000: 11). As Mascheroni and Cuman (2014) show, young users 
associate mobile devices in general with a rise in the volume of 
peer communication. Full-time access to friends is praised as 
one of the major opportunities of smartphones. Many interview-
ees in Mascheroni’s and Cuman’s study believed they are more 
‘sociable’ since they had a smartphone. Along with smartphones, 
particular affordances, such as new messaging services, became 
available. For young people this means that communication facil-
ities are perceived as being always ‘at hand’. Communication 
through social media is free of charge, thus encouraging a con-
tinuous, intermittent flow of communication and the practice of 
‘broadcasting’ (Mascheroni, Cuman 2014), which is an important 
feature of group communication for youth. Waltrop, who stud-
ies the media use of Danish Muslim girls claims that on so-called 

preoccupying the space for social activities, including walking, driving 
around, shopping, sitting, talking in public or private spaces.
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techno-landscapes, such as Facebook or other social media chan-
nels, online and offline are not entirely separate from each other 
(2013). Public places where one is invisible among the masses, 
linked to the opportunity of media use, offer privacy that is not 
available for the young at home (privacy from parents and fami-
lies) (Waltrop  2013: 564). 

In both our exhibition-related research and previous stud-
ies the issue of the public and private aspects of space seem to 
be the key point when managing urban experience. It is also sig-
nificant that the distinction between public and private in a public 
space can be created (or lost) with just subtle changes, and that 
‘public’ and ‘private’ can mean different things for different peo-
ple. In Waltrop’s study (2013), taking photos, text messaging or 
‘tagging’ oneself and others become part of an event. By cre-
ating and uploading media content intended for the remote but 
immediate social circles, one can create additional audiences that 
one is not aware of.5  In these ‘spaces of appearance 2.0’ it also 
becomes possible to negotiate sensitive moral issues in new ways, 
which, again, may challenge the traditional spatio-cultural bound-
aries between the public and private spheres of life (Ridell, Zeller 
2013). Potentially, spatial distance combined with knowledgeable 
use of media technologies makes it possible to control one’s social 
connections better than in face-to-face situations. In our study, 
the media diary of a participant in the youth groups that were 
involved in making the #Chilling Around Town exhibition demon-
strates how he organises simultaneous chats with several of his 
female friends. 

– ...so it is the last day of school! 

– Only tomorrow? 

– It’s today for us here 

5 Yet the How Are You Tweeting, Estonia? exhibtion installation, which 
presented real-time Twitter messages caused suprise and triggered 
conversations about the digital literacies of youth centering on failed 
attempts to protect one’s privacy when tweeting.
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– Cool! :-) Today we had the reception of the student 
council and the last school day only tomorrow 
Christmas party today. nervous :/

– Us too :-) and especially as I am at the dentist’s 
now #Nervous #worstdayever

– Drinking behind the teachers’ backs, not joking 

– You too? 

– Not really, I am on coke 

– “Not really”

– Dunno, here all are sober this year :)

(Participant’s media diary)

This phenomenon of creating ‘bubbles’ separated from their sur-
roundings has been called ‘public privacy’ by various researchers 
(de Souza e Silva, Frith 2012) or ‘portable public privacy’ (Klein-
mann 2007; Gumpert, Drucker 2007; Drucker, Gumpert 2011). We 
might think of parallel chats as simultaneous ‘privacies’” where 
not only boundaries between the private and the public, but also 
boundaries between various simultaneously created private social 
spaces, are managed using media.

Our study, designed to fit into the production path of the 
#Chilling Around Town did not set out to cover all aspects of how 
personal media and public urban space are related. The study 
nevertheless points out some suggestions for further research 
into urban media audiences. Our fieldwork suggested that dig-
ital media usage changes not only how informed young people 
feel about their surroundings or the kinds of patterns of social 
relations they develop, but also influences how they experience 
public urban space outside their personal digital media-enabled 
bubbles. Being on the move through the city while shifting from 
one social situation to another means navigating in hybrid space, 
which becomes one’s immediate reality.
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The installations we set out to create for the #Chilling 
Around Town exhibition considered  the spatial dimensions of the 
relationship between ICTs and social networks more widely, point-
ing to the fact that the ways in which technology is used by people 
has a broader significance with regard to urban change. The ‘new 
spaces’ created by ICT are closely linked to physical spaces. 

We did not comprehensively study the aspects of linking 
one’s digital media use back to one’s immediate spatial reality, 
such as the phenomenon of on-site collective spectatorship at 
big cultural or sporting events, where verifying and documenting 
one’s participation through digital portable devices has become 
important. Analysing the collected data showed that we did not 
learn much about young people’s awareness and the possible 
interplay between one’s social media audiences and those in close 
physical proximity (such as people taking the same bus). Switching 
in and out of one’s digitally-enhanced ‘bubble’ also means that a 
person is switching back between audiences online and in physical 
space. 

It is acknowledged that digital media technologies facili-
tate spatial transcendence and mobility. According to Urry (2002), 
virtual travel comes with a greater need for physical proximity. 
Studies that indicate that mobile and on-line activity deepens 
rather than undermines social networks (DiMaggio, Hargittai 2001; 
Licoppe, Smoreda 2005) point out that shared urban experiences, 
such as blogging or mashups (Hardey 2007), as well sharing 
one’s physical location with one’s social network, are part of this 
increased sociality.

The need to check in through social media and the usage 
of location-aware portable devices to circulate public representa-
tions of being somewhere to those who are not physically pres-
ent can be interpreted not just from the point of view of its com-
municative power. It can also be understood as a personal urge 
to mark a space with one’s presence. Digitally enhanced space 
is not a backdrop for interaction (Crang, Graham 2007) but car-
ries agency itself. Crang and Graham (2007) even explore the 
notion of ‘sentient cities’ as the collective of spaces of interwoven 
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digital and real experiences. These ‘hybrid spaces’ (Kluitenberg 
2006) are the enablers of visibility, as ICTs “allow spaces to both 
remember and anticipate our lives” (Crang, Graham 2007: 791). 
While being aware of this dynamic, we were surprised that for the 
participants in our case study, marking one’s presence consciously 
and in real time, such as updating one’s geographical location as 
a status message or check in, was a rather peripheral activity in 
terms of social media use. It was more likely that the young peo-
ple in our study ‘checked in’ only when stepping outside of their 
regular daily trajectories, for example when going to an unusual 
place or when travelling abroad. These were clearly the situations 
in which one’s ordinary spatial experiences were enhanced. 

Despite acknowledging its importance for understanding 
contemporary mediatized urbanity, the exhibition project also 
decided not to explore young people’s interactions with screen 
media in the public urban space. Especially in big global cities, 
such as New York, Hong Kong or Los Angeles, public space itself 
has become a media environment. In Estonian cities, the density 
of public screens is significantly lower, although we acknowledge 
that even in these less media-rich urban settings, public media 
(digital billboards, information screens and other elements of 
smart cities) are continuously mixed with personal digital gadgets, 
covering public urban space with invisible networks. These are 
part of the everyday for local contemporary urban audiences. 

•
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The In My Own Bubble media installation by Timo Toots.
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Young people who participated in the exhibition project 
monitored their media usage throughout the day, then 
as part of subsequent workshops discussed how media 
consumption was linked to their daily trajectories. 
Images from the media diaries of two participants.
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