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Excepting scholars in more ethnographically motivated disciplines, a large
number of popular culture scholars continue to echo Hebdige’s (1994, 139)
observations concerning his exegesis of punk style:

It is highly unlikely . . . that the members of any of the subcultures described in
this book would recognize themselves reflected here. . . . After all, we, the soci-
ologists and interested straights, threaten to kill with kindness the forms that we
seek to elucidate.

A great deal of subcultural probing continues to use a rather long and imper-
sonal prod, in effect, preferring (and relying too heavily on) mainstream repre-
sentations of subcultures by default. Although I have argued that mainstream
representation is a crucial component to subcultural identity, it is only akind of
thesis within the subcultural dialectic. There is an antithesis as well.

For instance, the prominent rock critic and scholar Larry Grossberg (1986)
argues “that post-baby boomer generations seem barely able to use [rock]
music to mark any generational difference, and totally unable to mark any
intergenerational differences” (p. 56), and in a related manner, it is “the obvi-
ous but painful truth that rock rarely challenges the political and economic
institutions of society” (p. 51). Despite these claims, however, Grossberg relies
solely on his academic training, expertise, and knowledge of critical theory to
make them, without having noted talking to “post-baby boomer” rock fans.
Similarly, in a discussion of “rave” subculture, Angela McRobbie (1993, 418)
suggests that “[g]irls appear . . . to be less involved in the cultural production of
rave, from the flyers, to the events, to DJ’ing, than their male counterparts,”
without ever having mentioned attending a “rave” herself or seeking out the
thoughts and opinions of “ravers.” Discussing white enjoyment of hip-hop
music cultures, Ewan Allinson (1994, 441) argues that “listeners have found it
all too easy to deny Black music its grounding within a critical and political
being who understands and reflects upon his/her creativity.” And without elic-
iting the comments of goths, Thomas Geyrhalter (1996, 219) briefly notes that
the “visual style and imagery” of the band The Cure is “arguably the standard
image for Goths worldwide.”

My point is not necessarily that these kinds of observations are inappropri-
ate. They do, however, represent what I believe to be a widespread tendency to
rely too heavily on what are at base mainstream representations, in effect qui-
eting inherently interactive phenomena. As Jennifer Stromer-Galley and
Edward Schiappa (1998, 35) have noted, as professional critics and theorists,
we should presume (or at least strive) to see popular texts “in a more sophisti-
cated manner than the general public.” However, I also agree with Schiappa
and Stromer-Galley that many popular culture scholars “often make assump-
tions or explicit claims about audiences that deserve further investigation”
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(p- 35). If we too uncritically examine what we believe to be the stylistic signa-
tures of a given subcultural discourse, if we slight the memories of those we
strive to understand “with kindness,” we risk simply rearticulating the popular
(mis)representations we critique. For instance, we may describe Marilyn Man-
son as an icon of gothic subculture, when, of course, that is not necessarily the
case.

Notes

1. Respondent 5. This and other “goth” citations are taken from a series of survey responses
and interviews from my “Dark Entries: On Describing Gothic Subculture,” a paper presented at
the Southeastern Speech Communication Conference on Graduate Research, University of
Georgia, 26 April 1997.

2. The pentagram is actually not “symbolic of Satan,” as Hunt suggests, unless it is inverted.
The symbol has been dated back to the Sumerians (2700 BCE; some argue it originally repre-
sented Venus) and later practitioners of Pythagorean mysticism. It is generally thought to repre-
sent the human being, each point signifying the head, two arms, and two legs. During the Middle
Ages, the symbol came to represent magic (the points doubling as the “five elements”) and was
believed to protect one from evil. The American brand of Satanism developed by the recently
deceased Anton LaVey combines the inverted pentagram and the face of a goat to represent
Satanism. This symbol is not called the pentagram but the “Baphomet” (see Liungman 1991,
298-300).

3. A number of texts specific to gothic subculture are readily available at magazine counters
and “alternative” music stores across the country. For a brief history of the gothic “movement,”
see Mick Mercer’s (1994) Gothic Rock; Dave Thompson and Jo-Ann Greene (1994), “Undead,
Undead, Undead (Gothic Rock)”; and Dave Thompson (1994), The Industrial Revolution.
Nationally distributed magazines frequently read by goths include Propaganda: Gothic Chroni-
cle, Permission, and Industrial Nation. For more accurate and sympathetic reads of the subcul-
ture in popular media, see the following: Ellen Barry (1997), Tim Friend (1994), P. J. Huffstutter
(1995), and Janet Tu, Alex Tizon, and Putsata Reang (1997).
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