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Author’s Note 

While my analyses focus mainly on music videos, which are a combination of a pop song and 

imagery, sometimes I make a distinction between the song and the video. This might be confusing 

since both have the same title. For the sake of clarity I have therefore adopted a mode of notation 

proposed by Andrew Goodwin (Dancing in the Distraction Factory xiii-xiv). He distinguishes 

between the notation of a music video, which is written in small upper case letters and the notation of 

a song whose title is put within quotation marks. So BABY ONE MORE TIME refers to the music video 

while ‘Baby One More Time’ refers only to the song. 

 Another possible point of confusion is the use of the terms ‘popular music’ and ‘pop music.’ 

Both terms are often used interchangeably in order to refer to popular music in general, encompassing 

a variety of genres such as R&B, rock, hip-hop, funk and disco. The term ‘pop music’, however, is 

also often used in order to refer to a specific genre—although its genre boundaries are utterly vague—

that differs from and is rejected by genres and youth cultures such as rock, hip hop and electronic 

dance music. Since my second case study analyses ‘pop music’ in this second meaning, a clear use of 

terms is particularly necessary. In this research I use ‘popular music’ as a general term that 

encompasses both rock and pop while I use the term ‘pop music’ in order to refer to a distinct genre 

that is different from rock. 

 Another difficulty remains concerning the availability of the music videos discussed in this 

study. The majority of the videos I have analysed can be purchased on videotape or on DVD. Many 

music videos can be found on the internet as well. Some videos can also be requested on music 

television channels such as The Box. Of course, most of the music videos that I acquired were 

obtained by taping them from television. Unfortunately, it is inevitable that some music videos 

referred to will be difficult to obtain by the reader. However, the music videos which I analyse most 

extensively (e.g. videos from Eminem, the Backstreet Boys or the Chemical Brothers) can in the main 

be found on VHS and DVD compilations.    

 Finally, this study can be read in various ways. The first chapter not only introduces the 

subject and the main question of this research, but also the main structure of each subsequent case 

study. So while the case studies can be read independently, they all need to be read in combination 

with the first chapter that introduces the main concepts used in the analyses. It is also possible to read 

this book across the sections. The case studies each have a similar structure that consists of four main 

paragraphs. The first main paragraph of each case study offers a general introduction of a particular 

musical genre and the way in which it historically connects with ‘youth.’ The other three paragraphs 

analyse the way in which the three parameters of youth that I introduce in the first chapter are 

constructed in music videos. So the second paragraph of each case study enquires into the 
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xii

temporalities of youth in music videos; the third paragraph of each case study analyses the way youth 

as an individual identity is constructed in video clips; the fourth paragraph of each case study looks at 

youth as a collective identity in music videos. The study can then also be read by focusing on one 

parameter. For example, if one is interested in the temporalities of youth one can choose to read the 

introduction of this parameter in the first chapter and subsequently read the second main paragraph of 

each case study.   
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Introduction

I don’t really think I make youth programmes. I think the word youth has become this ghastly term. 

Janet Street-Porter (qtd. in Frith, ‘Youth/ Music/ Television’ 75) 

Rock may wear subcultural clothes, identify with marginalised minorities, promote countercultural political 

position, and upset genteel notions of propriety, but from its inception it has been a large-scale, industrially 

organised, mass-mediated, mainstream phenomenon operating at the very centre of society.  

Keir Keightley (126-7) 

From the beginning of the 1980s, television, cinema, advertising and pop music existed in a discursive alliance 

which helped define a contemporary lifestyle being literally and symbolically bought into by what I would 

characterise as ‘young people of all ages’. 

John Mundy (232) 

The idea of youth seems to be pervasive and yet intangible in the global audio-visual media landscape 

of the late 1990s. This is because the idea of youth has an unclear relation to popular music and to a 

certain visual style that is sometimes called the ‘MTV aesthetic’. Since the emergence of rock ‘n’ roll 

in the 1950s, popular music has become the hallmark of youth culture. The rock generation of the 

1960s even made it the domain par excellence where youth culture voiced its rebellion against parent 

culture. While popular music had a very loud presence at that time, it gradually became such a 

dominant force that today popular music is ubiquitous and has become the background music of our 

daily lives. In terms of market share, popular music dominates other musical genres. In 2000 for 

example, rock and hip-hop had a market share of respectively 24.8 and 12.9 in America whereas 

classical music had a market share of 2.7 (RIAA). Popular music also became a dominant force in 

other leisure industries. For instance, it gradually replaced classical music as the mostly used source 

for film music (Smith) and, recently, popular music has also ‘colonised’ such diverse television genres 

such as sport shows, soaps, drama series and advertising (Donnelly). Cinema, television, commercials, 

video games and other new media now all rely heavily on popular music for their soundtracks. Popular 

music has even transformed, quite literally, the background sound of our daily lives as it was 

appropriated early on by Muzak or easy listening music.1 While Muzak versions of rock songs were 

considered adult ‘appropriations’ that made the music of the 1960s’ youth culture less subversive (and 

was therefore rejected by youth), nowadays even the original versions of pop songs are used as 

background music in a large variety of media, markets and leisure environments such as theme parks, 

malls and airports (Lanza, Elevator Music 203 and 216). Because of the pervasiveness of rock music, 
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mainstream popular culture often bears a vague imprint of youthfulness while it remains hard to define 

in which way, because the idea of youth is often not explicit. Rock music is often used in movies that 

do not address issues of youth and/or which do not necessarily have a young audience. Increasingly, 

popular music is used in contexts that do not seem related to the young. It seems puzzling indeed that a 

global commodity market has been repeatedly identified with a relatively small niche of young 

consumers. Today’s media landscape, from the blockbuster, McDonalds, Coca Cola and the fashion 

industry, to theme parks, video games and shopping malls, represent a media culture accessible to 

everyone and not solely to that of adolescent audiences, yet it has still often been labelled as a global 

‘youth culture’ because of the overall presence of popular music.      

‘Youth’ is also associated with a certain visual style that was introduced in music videos and 

music television channels in the 1980s. The dominance of music television channel MTV even led to 

the term ‘the MTV aesthetic, which refers to a particular style of cinematography, editing and mise-en-

scene in which the image is guided by the music. It is often called ‘visual music’ or ‘a musicology of 

the image’ (Goodwin 49). Moreover, this aesthetic can also be characterised by its rapid change of 

styles and constant use of new technologies. The MTV aesthetic has influenced many other kinds of 

media outside the music video format: television series, cinema, fashion and advertising.2 The 

adoption of an MTV aesthetic often gives these media an aura of youth (e.g. Miami Vice) even when 

they are not specifically about youths. In these instances, the connection of a certain visual style with 

youth culture still seems unclear.  

 Yet another problem of the idea of youth is the way it gradually changed in the 1970s from a 

generational into a transgenerational phenomenon. ‘Youth’ is no longer tied to one generation: the 

baby boom generation of the 1960s still identifies itself with ‘youth.’ This phenomenon was even 

described with some neologisms in the late 1990s: ‘middle youth’ and ‘adultescent’. What does 

‘youth’ now represent when it refers to five generations? What does ‘youth’ mean when Mick Jagger, 

Elton John, Madonna and Britney Spears are all part of it? This is not only a question of artists but 

also of audiences. The Recording Industry Association of America indicates a growth of consumers 

over 40 who buy music while the number of people in their thirties and below decreased.3 The 

difficulty in defining ‘youth’ has also been acknowledged by the leisure industry itself. Trend 

consultant Marian Salzman who follows trends in global youth culture concludes: ‘but the biggest 

problem is, what becomes “not youth” at this point? (…) There are five generations right now who 

consider themselves young (…). The idea of “how old is old” has changed. Old used to be fifty, for 

sure. Today, it still feels old, but it’s not, really’ (Dunn 111). Irma Zandle, president of the trends 

research company the Zandl Group agrees: ‘There’s a lot of generational blurring. Look at someone 

like Goldie Hawn, who’s in her fifties. You’re seeing a lot of people in their fifties wearing jeans and 

sneakers and chewing gum, doing really youthful things that you used to leave behind when you’d 

gotten married and become an adult’ (Dunn 111).  
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The development of MTV itself reflects this struggle to define a ‘youth audience’. The idea 

behind MTV has often been explained as the industry’s desire to finally reach the audience segment 

which traditionally always watched the least television: adolescents. Here is a press release, from 

1988, in which MTV-Europe presents itself: 

Finally, advertisers can reach people by television in a way that was only available to them 

through the print media. Now advertisers can hit the 16-34’s with MTV’s laser sharp 

targeting—not scattered buckshot. This audience’s discretionary income is not in piggy banks 

or pension funds. MTV reaches its viewers all over Europe with a consistent clarity: it’s about 

the cars they drive, the clothes they wear, the foods they fuel themselves with. (qtd. in Frith 

‘Youth/ Music/ Television’ 72). 

Although this description of the youth audience seems straightforward, it already indicates a 

significant change in terms of the upper limit of the age cohort still considered to be youth. The 16-34 

cohort mentioned in the press release clearly departs from the age bracket that has traditionally been 

identified with youth, i.e. roughly between 12-24. Apart from this, others have assigned youth a less 

central role in MTV. For instance, Marshal Cohen, who conducted the preliminary research for MTV 

in 1980 to investigate if people were interested in a music television channel, does not seem to agree 

with the suggestion in the press release that reaching the demographic group of the youth audience 

was MTV’s primary goal. He explains the strategy they used in 1980 (he also makes a comparison 

with VH-1 which was designed in 1985 to be a more adult oriented music television channel):  

(…) we don’t believe in demographic groups, and then finding out what their music habits are. 

We believe that you should survey a person’s musical pace, and then their demographic 

characteristics after you’re done with that are then interesting to look at. We certainly know 

that there are people over 34 who fit the psychographic of MTV, and that there are younger 

people who fit the VH-1. And age doesn’t have a whole lot, I mean it has some, age is a 

predentor but musical taste are what’s important not what your age is, and that’s the way 

we’ve always conducted the research. (Denisoff ‘Psychographics and MTV’ 33) 

In 1999, Todd Cunningham, senior vice president of research at MTV, seems to repeat Cohen’s point 

but with different arguments. Cunningham comments on contemporary teenage culture: ‘It just 

continues to amaze me how much kids that age really, really love their parents. They are their heroes. I 

never would have called my parents my heroes. It was all about being away from them. To them, their 

parents are cool, they’re the MTV generation. They’re listening to the same music as the kids are, 

watching the same TV shows, wearing the same shoes’ (Dunn 111-2). 4
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 The ‘problem’ of youth that these people in the music industry discuss refers to the issue of 

representation. Although almost twenty years have passed between Cohen and Cunningham’s 

statements they both show the same uneasiness with a definition of youth as being determined strictly 

by demographics or biological age. They do not disregard an actual youth audience but they do feel 

the need to expand the limits of what ‘youth’ might mean or who is actually part of it. Popular music 

has traditionally been viewed as an expression of youths and popular music on television was 

considered a representation of youths. Television programmes that centred on popular music reported 

what was happening in youth cultures of the clubs and the streets. This view is problematic in the way 

it suggests a clear separation between social reality and mass media’s discourses. Not only do youth 

cultures, from their moment of inception, make use of and are inspired by commodities and mass 

media, but, as Neubauer argues, ‘”concrete realities” do not fully come into existence until they 

become conceptualised. Important social changes undoubtedly occur “underground”, yet their full 

“reality” involves inclusion in discourse, for only then can they be discussed and acted upon’ (5). 

Mass media have made important contributions to the dissemination, development and identity of 

youth cultures. This study, then, considers ‘youth’ as a category produced by rock and pop culture 

which in themselves were mass-mediated. There are, of course, different levels of mediation. Besides 

the mainstream mass media, there are also local media such as regional radio and television and small 

record companies. However, these different levels of mediation and commercial enterprises refer 

primarily to a difference in terms of scale and power but they do not refer to an often romanticised 

opposition between a subversive, anti-commercial underground versus a reactionary, commercial 

mainstream. Although there have been non-commercial small record labels (e.g. in punk, see 

Hesmondhalgh 237), these are not representative of the ways in which popular music has in the main 

been released. Here I follow Lawrence Grossberg and Keir Keightley who argue against the common 

view that rock music represents an anti status-quo culture rebelling against the mainstream culture of 

mass media. Instead, they argue that although rock culture articulates an ideology of being anti-

mainstream and anti-mass-media, it was simultaneously a mass-mediated phenomenon inextricably 

linked to the music industry, to the film industry and, to a lesser extent, to television. Grossberg calls 

this the rock formation that, in a sense, ‘has become the “mainstream” of American popular culture’ 

(133). So although there are local youth cultures and local youth media, I do not believe them to be 

representative of the ways in which youth culture has been a mass mediated, mainstream phenomenon 

since its emergence. This study is therefore more concerned with the ways in which youth cultures are 

present in and negotiated by these mass media. The arrival of MTV in the early 1980s consolidated the 

relation between popular music, visual culture and mainstream media. Music videos now play a 

central role in the way youth is understood and they make important contributions to the ways ‘youth’ 

is constructed in today’s global media landscape.  

Although I am concerned about the questions of ‘youth’ in the wider context of mass media 

sketched out above, the goal of this study, however, will be more modest. The main goal of this study 
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is to find out how the idea of youth ‘works’: how it is internally structured in music videos. This 

research will be based on the assumption that music videos, with regard to ‘youth,’ occupy a central 

position in the web of other mass media that are associated with ‘youth’ as well. Music videos relate to 

other leisure industries because they are used as ads for movies and fashion, because they constitute a 

standard for the way particular musical cultures are visualised and because of the ‘MTV aesthetic’ that 

can be found across a wide range of media sites. In focusing on music videos, this research therefore 

hopes to make a contribution to the wider question of what ‘youth’ means and how it functions in 

today’s global media environment. Another assumption behind this study is that music videos 

construct a viewing position that is ‘youthful’ regardless of the actual age of the audiences or the 

performers. I am not denying that the majority of MTV viewers are under 30 but I do assume that 

music videos will also appeal to audiences of other ages. I also do not take for granted a clear 

correspondence between the age of a performer and the age of its audience, even though this is often 

the case. I am arguing that everybody who enjoys watching music videos, irrespective of their age, 

does this by being positioned as ‘youth’. So this study argues against the idea that music videos are 

representative of youths as a particular demographic group or audience. I am not so much interested in 

actual audiences as in the way an audience is constructed and addressed by music videos. I want to 

analyse at what age and up until what age artists can enter the domain of ‘youth.’ The main question of 

this research will then be: how do music videos construct ‘youth’?  

This research will be divided into three case studies focusing on videos from, respectively, 

hip-hop, teen pop and electronic dance music. Musical genres constitute the most significant 

differences between music video styles in terms of performance style, setting, individual identities, 

group identities, stories, etc. Music videos’ modes of address illustrate this. Hip-hop’s aggressive, 

confrontational style of address cannot easily be found in teenpop videos and whereas an anonymous 

form of address is quite common in electronic dance videos, it is highly unusual in rock videos. Ed 

Gaskell’s guide Make Your Own Music Video also distinguishes between videos from different genres: 

pop, rock, R&B, rap, dance and even classical music. The wannabe music video director is warned 

that ‘pop always has a good time. It has to, otherwise it’ll realise it’s a business. A pop music video is 

a shiny gloss that reflects the surface back to the viewer. If it’s polished enough, there won’t be a 

glimmer of anything sordid underneath’ (21). In rock videos, by contrast, credibility is more important 

(‘there has to be no indication of any kind of PR machine behind the musicians’ (22)) and editing the 

right shots can contribute to aspects of a rock star’s personality: ‘wild, morose, skilled, tormented, 

stylish, sexy, or any combination of these’ (23). This study is based on the premise that music videos 

re-articulate a music genre’s performance conventions. 

So far I have discussed ‘youth’ in rather general terms; yet, musical genres have made 

different investments in ‘youth.’ I will be looking at music videos from the late 1990s and the early 

2000s. In the 1990s there were several genres that consolidated their place within mainstream mass 

media and that signalled important changes within youth culture. In the 1950s and 1960s, ‘youth’ had 
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been a rather homogenous category that centred on the white male heterosexual rebel of rock ‘n’ roll 

and rock music. Although women and people with non-white identities were part of youth culture, 

they occupied awkward positions in which they were not able to appropriate ‘youth’ and thereby 

define it. Women remained the ‘other’ against who macho rock culture defined itself and black people 

were often romanticised as the authentic embodiment of the roots and soul of popular music. With the 

arrival of genres such as funk, reggae, disco, glam rock and punk in the 1970s, youth culture became 

increasingly hybrid and heterogeneous even though it was often still centred on white male rebellion. 

This changed in the 1980s with the arrival of hip-hop. Black artists were now able to appropriate 

‘youth’ within the arena of mainstream audio-visual media in an unprecedented way. This was not 

only a culture that successfully gained access to the mainstream (unlike funk) through black youth 

rebellion (in contrast to Motown) and which was quite difficult to appropriate by white artists (unlike 

so many black musical styles that had gone before) but its identity was also determined for an 

important part by music videos. Whereas hip-hop’s place in mass media was still uncertain in the 

1980s, its popularity took a huge flight in the late 1990s and hip-hop videos—gangsta rap in 

particular–dominated the music television channels.  

Teenpop also provides an interesting case with regard to the question of ‘youth’ as outlined 

above. Despite all the changes within youth culture—its increasing heterogeneity–and its apparent 

transgenerationality, teenpop seems to be the genre that has not changed, has not become 

transgenerational and can be clearly related to a niche audience. Neither the stars nor the audience 

seems to be ambiguous with regard to age. Indeed, the genre’s name refers to a specific, biologically 

determined age category.5 Since the 1950s, teenpop has been a recurrent part of youth culture and in 

the 1990s teenpop had, again, a huge revival with the success of boy bands like Take That and the 

Backstreet Boys and girl stars like Britney Spears and Christina Aguillera.  

Electronic dance music also introduced an important change within youth culture in the late 

1980s. Whereas most other genres (except disco) centre on the star or the band that sets up an intimate 

musical dialogue with its audience, the electronic dance DJ is often ‘invisible’, communicating with 

the audience indirectly, from a distance. Another change is the way in which electronic dance music 

foregrounds its experimentation with white racial identity. While most musical genres of ‘youth’ 

identified with black culture or articulated a romantic form of ‘normal’ white identity (e.g. folk 

music), electronic dance music celebrated the identity of extreme whiteness. Whereas in the early 

1990s rave videos were only shown in specialist programs (e.g. MTV’s Party Zone), in the late 1990s 

they invaded music television’s daytime schedules.    

The question of ‘youth’ and music videos as I have sketched out above has not been studied 

much.6 In research on MTV from a postmodernist or a cultural studies perspective, the analysis of 

youth seems only marginally present.7 Although youth culture is often mentioned in titles and 

introductory chapters, most studies—after stating that MTV is aimed at a youth audience and that 

music videos deal with adolescent themes like rebelliousness—seem to ignore the issue completely. 
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Of course, the young viewer is still there, even though nobody seems to notice, since the subject 

positions MTV produces are assumed to be adolescent. E. Ann Kaplan’s Rocking around the Clock

illustrates this tendency, although she is actually one of the few scholars that has tried to understand 

the appeal of MTV for its young audiences. Using psychoanalysis as her initial theoretical framework, 

she states that MTV addresses the adolescent’s unconscious desire. Nevertheless, her analysis of 

music videos quickly slides into a discussion of MTV’s identity politics of gender. Of course, 

adolescence is inextricably related to issues of gender. However, her focus on the male and the female 

address does not really illuminate what it is that make music videos’ subjectivities specifically 

adolescent.

Before I sketch out the theoretical framework of my analyses of ‘youth’ in music videos, I will first 

describe the historical background of ‘youth’. I will make a distinction between ‘youth’ and 

‘adolescence’ and look at some of the predecessors of youth culture. Next I will look at the history of 

strategies adopted by the media for addressing a youth audience. This history of the youth market also 

demonstrates how popular music has institutionally and culturally always been closely connected to 

film and television. Finally, I will introduce the theoretical approach that will be used in the case 

studies. Youth will be analysed according to three parameters. These parameters are derived from 

traditional notions of youth, namely, youth as a generation, youth as psychosocial period and youth as 

a subculture.

Youth and adolescence
Although ‘youth’ as a term has existed at least since the fifteenth century,8 more recently it has come 

to be associated with particular socioeconomic developments after the Second World War and the 

rising popularity of rock ‘n’ roll in the 1950s of the twentieth century. Youth became a constitutive 

force on at least three levels. Firstly, as a demographic group the baby boom generation was much 

larger and more affluent than previous generations. Secondly, a certain image of youth appeared: 

youth as a white male rebelling against adult culture. Thirdly, because of its newly acquired spending 

power, youths now became an interesting new target audience for the leisure industries. So youth 

became an economic category and a marketing category. In the second half of the twentieth century, 

youth changed from a force that was visibly and very loudly present into an omnipresent ideal and 

obsession of Western society. Today, as a result, ‘youth’ has become a privileged age.  

 For this reason one could claim that the twentieth century has been the century of ‘youth’ as, 

in a similar vein, it has been argued to have been the century of ‘the adolescent’ (Ariès 32, Kristeva 8). 

There are indeed important similarities between the discourses that produced adolescence and youth. 

Both terms are often used interchangeably today, notwithstanding their different historical 

backgrounds. As a phenomenon mostly associated with the 1960s, youth grew out of the 1950s’ rising 
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popularity of rock ‘n’ roll with a teenage audience. By contrast, the concept of adolescence emerged 

much earlier. Following Philippe Ariès who has argued that childhood was ‘invented’ in the 

nineteenth century, many have argued that adolescence was a typical turn of the century (around 1900) 

phenomenon (Ariès 30; Neubauer; Gillis 95-131 and Kett 215- 44). According to John Neubauer, for 

instance, the ‘fin-de-siècle culture of adolescents’ was produced by discourses of institutions as 

diverse as psychoanalysis, psychology, criminal justice, pedagogy and sociology (6). Notwithstanding 

their different historical backgrounds, as a social group, both adolescence and youth are the result of 

the socioeconomic developments of modernity. The emergence of industrialisation and urbanisation 

resulted in a division of the areas of work and government from those of habitation. This in turn 

caused changes in the family structure. Work was now done independently and individually in the 

labour market. Children could no longer be educated at home (Frith, Jeugdsociologie 20). Moreover, 

more technologically complex processes of production extended career training and resulted in the 

most important institution for adolescents: secondary school. Another similarity between discourses of 

adolescence and youth is that they are centred on white, heterosexual masculinity. Although there 

were also female adolescent movements (e.g. the female counterpart of the Boy Scouts, the Girl 

Guides), ‘the two most important new social movements of adolescence’ (Neubauer 209), the German 

Wandervogel and the British Boy Scouts, were male-oriented. Adolescence was first and foremost an 

ideal based on white masculinity (Gillis xii, Kett 7). Angela McRobbie and Jenny Garber have also 

pointed out that the post war youth cultures that have dominated the image of ‘youth’, were mostly 

subcultures where girls occupied a marginal or invisible position. In both adolescent youth movements 

(the Boy Scouts and the Wandervogel) and rock culture, homosexuality was repudiated while it has 

often been implied in a celebration of male bonding.9 And whereas non-white subjects were absent in 

depictions of adolescence, black culture has traditionally served as the authentic ‘other’ on to which 

white youth could project its own image of male sexuality and rebellion. Thus ‘youth’ and 

‘adolescence’ are both related to the socioeconomic developments of modernity and they both centre 

on the male, heterosexual, white subject.  

 However, there are also significant differences between ‘adolescence’ and ‘youth.’ 

Adolescence has been identified as a middle-class phenomenon. Although adolescence was an ideal 

that claimed to be universal and democratic, the majority of adolescent institutions (the secondary 

school, the Boy Scouts, the Wandervogel) were middle-class (Gillis 133 and Kett 215-6). Conversely, 

youth seems less homogeneous with regard to class. In the 1950s and 1960s, there was a myth in 

several Western countries suggesting the disappearance of class boundaries; instead the youth had 

become the new class. This idea reflected the optimism of that period about the growing prosperity of 

which youth was the main beneficiary. Sociologists and historians have pointed out, however, that this 

myth obscured the still existent class distinctions. For example, with regard to Britain, Clarke et al. 

argued that although the general improvement of living standards after the war corresponded to reality, 

‘the relative positions of the classes had remained virtually unchanged’ (22, see also Gillis 191-6). 
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Subsequently, some studies seem to identify class differences with the ‘mainstream-alternative’ divide 

in rock culture. For instance, Dick Hebdige characterises alternative youth cultures such as punk and 

the Teddy boys as being the working class against a bourgeois mainstream (1979). Conversely, Simon 

Frith identifies mainstream pop as working-class youth and rock as middle-class youth (1981, 213-

4).10 Others have simply pointed out the different class backgrounds of various youth cultures. For 

example, the hippies and the beatniks have been identified as middle-class and the motor-bike boys 

and the skinheads as working class.11 Finally, Sarah Thornton has argued that youth cultures can often 

be characterised by their fantasy of classlessness by escaping and rebelling against the trappings of 

their parent’s class. As an example she gives the case of 1990s’ club culture where middle-class youth 

often adopted a working class accent (12). 

Unlike adolescence, the youth cultures of the 1950s and the 1960s were explicitly tied to the 

affluence of the post-war years. Youth had increasingly more money to spend on leisure activities. 

This led British market researcher Mark Abrams to introduce the term ‘the teenage consumer’ in 1959. 

Related to this development was a growing leisure industry that produced commodities specifically 

aimed at a youth market. This relation between youth and leisure commodities expanded in the 

following decades and therefore closely connected youth to style and conspicuous consumption. In 

this respect it was not so much the middle-class adolescent that anticipated post war youth cultures, 

but his working-class contemporary: the hooligan of turn-of-the-century Britain. Geoffrey Pearson 

describes the hooligans as working-class boys (hooligan girls were also mentioned but less often) who 

prowled around the district, harassed people, fought with the police and displayed general criminal 

behaviour. At the time, hooliganism was considered to be a national youth problem. One of the most 

distinctive features of the hooligans was that they all looked alike yet this was not a matter of class but 

of style: ‘but it was not in the way that the poor had always looked alike—it was not, that is, because 

they were shabby, shoeless and grubby as moles—but because the gangs wished to look alike, and had 

adopted a uniform dress-style’ (92-3).12 According to Pearson there were even trendsetters amongst 

the hooligans and regional variations in style (94). The style-oriented hooligan stands in stark 

opposition to the adolescent Boy Scout’s uniform. Even though adolescence and youth can both be 

viewed as phenomena of modernity, youth is much more clearly linked to consumption and capitalism. 

 Behind the mass culture of youth lurks another difference with adolescence, namely that of 

cultural hierarchy. Whereas adolescence was produced by the elite arts of literature and painting, 

youth was primarily linked to the then new popular music of rock ‘n’ roll. Furthermore, teenpics, rock 

movies and television programs such as American Bandstand were an important visual part of youth 

music. By contrast, adolescence was constructed by elite arts such as literature and painting. 

Neubauer, for instance, analyses the depiction of adolescence in Thomas Mann’s Tonio Kröger or in 

Alain-Fournier’s Le Grand Meaulness and in paintings by Edvard Munch, Egon Schiele and Erich 

Heckel, amongst others (13-121). This difference seems to correspond with a geographical association 

as well. Adolescence appears to be mainly a European construct of the ‘old’ arts.13 ‘Youth’ by 
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contrast, emerged in the context of various forms of mass culture, which were most often American 

phenomena or at least considered American. So post-war youth was anticipated by pre-war forms of 

popular entertainment such as music halls, penny gaffs, comic books and ‘the jazz craze’ and not so 

much by, say, James Joyce’s adolescent protagonist in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Even 

though these forms of mass culture were not all necessarily ‘youth entertainment’ or from America, 

they were often associated with it. This is indicated by a long history of moral panic discourses that 

connect arguments about the cultural imperialism of America with the bad influence of mass culture 

on contemporary youth.14

Another important feature of youth was its rebellion against parent culture. Neubauer argues 

that this post-war image has become so dominant that some have associated adolescence with it as 

well although adolescence is much more centred on peer-group culture than on a generational conflict 

(11). While youth is considered to be an identity claimed by the young themselves, adolescence is 

ultimately a construction of the adult, middle-class imagination.15 In fact, as Kett points out, 

‘adolescence was essentially a conception of behaviour imposed on youth’ (243). For instance, 

movements like the Boy Scouts and the Wandervogel were, or were developed into, adult institutions 

for adolescents (Neubauer 187 and 197-8, Gillis 140, 151 and Kett 221-8). These youth organisations 

were often formed in order to ‘protect’ youth from the upcoming socialist movements (Gillis 141). By 

contrast, the postwar rock formation was viewed as a culture of youth itself. ‘Youth’ and its 

predecessors are therefore associated with a certain independence with regard to the way it defined 

itself against adult interpretations of youth. Adolescence, by contrast, is mainly a product of the adult 

imagination. Gillis argues that during the first half of the twentieth century this middle-class adult 

construction of adolescence was based on a dual image of the model adolescent versus the juvenile 

delinquent. The image of the juvenile delinquent was actually used in order to justify the middle-class 

ideology and institutions that imposed their ideal of the model adolescent. The construction of the 

juvenile delinquent was originally informed by a middle-class anxiety about the ‘independence’ of 

working class youth that was brought up to enter adult working life as soon as possible as a result of 

their economic conditions. But soon this anxiety extended to middle-class youth as well. Juvenile 

delinquency was then viewed as a ‘risk’ open to adolescents in general, Gillis concludes (133-83). 

One way of reading the moral panic about juvenile delinquency is that it actually functions as 

a hinge that marks the transition from adolescence to youth. This transition refers to the role of the 

popular media in relation to both youth and the anxiety about juvenile delinquency. The latter 

articulated the idea that juvenile delinquency was caused by ‘rising affluence and abundant leisure’ 

(Gillis 172). The popular media were, since their arrival in the late nineteenth century, viewed as a 

threat to adolescent decency even though these media did not address the youth audience explicitly. 

This changed in the 1950s when youth became the new target audience. The media started to construct 

youth—although in the 1950s one used the term teenager rather than youth—as an image that 

appealed to the youth audience and that was presented as their own. This image of the teenager was 
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twofold. On the one hand there was the image of the wholesome, clean-cut teenager, on the other hand 

there was the rebellious juvenile delinquent. The former figured in the teenpop of the late 1950s (e.g. 

Pat Boone). It was an image of a model teenager that answered to adult norms of decency and 

propriety. While the teenager of teenpop is clearly part of youth in the sense that it is related to popular 

music and conspicuous consumption, it also carried some characteristics of adolescence (e.g. its focus 

on high school). The nice teenager of teenpop is still part of youth culture today (see the popularity of 

teenpop in the late 1990s) and will be analysed in the third chapter. On the other hand, there was the 

image of the rebellious teenager, i.e. the juvenile delinquent of rock ‘n’ roll that associated youths with 

rebellion and anticipated the youth cultures of the 1960s. Even though the sounds and images of 

1950s’ rock ‘n’ roll were not originally meant to be rebellious, they were considered as such by adults. 

There are two points to be made about the moral panic with regard to rock ‘n’ roll in the 1950s. 

Firstly, it was a continuation of the earlier discourses of juvenile delinquency (i.e. the negative image 

of adolescence). Secondly, it was in itself, for an important part, also a media phenomenon, present in 

the newspapers, tabloids and television news programmes. These moral panic stories subsequently 

contributed to the rebellious identity of youth. In this sense, and this is the perspective adopted in this 

study, youth cannot be understood outside the media context because the media was and is a 

determining force in the construction of youth as rebellious. Let me now give a historical overview of 

the relation between mass media and the youth market.  

The development of the youth market 
The emergence of the youth market had already begun in the 1940s (see chapter 3) and became 

increasingly lucrative during the 1950s. The emergence of the youth market can be described as a 

‘discovery’ of youth as a new and viable target audience for leisure goods such as fashion, soda 

drinks, and magazines. The commodity that has mostly been associated with youth is, of course, 

popular music. Cinema and television also addressed youth audiences in various genres and 

programmes, which often centred on popular music as well. Nevertheless, the development of the 

youth market has also been determined by a certain hesitation from business and media people who 

were not sure whether the music that was so popular with young people was going to last. They also 

questioned the viability of youth as a consumer. The music, film and television industries sometimes 

had corresponding interests and at other times conflicting interests within the youth market.            

In the 1950s both record companies and film companies considered the teenage audience as a 

separate, marginal market that was not strongly pursued, but both for different reasons. In his book 

The Sounds of Commerce: Marketing Popular Film Music, Jeff Smith argues that the LP versus 45-

rpm single debate illustrates this difference because it was closely linked to teenage and adult 

consumption patterns. The emergence of the LP, the 45-rpm single and the transistor radio led to a rise 

in the market for recorded music. The major record labels received most of their profits from the LPs 
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and adult market. After 1955, the major labels, i.e. Capitol, Columbia, Decca and RCA Victor, 

experienced competition from small independent record companies. These indie labels pursued a 

teenage audience, who bought mostly singles rather than albums. These small record companies 

therefore based their profits on the jukebox trade, the sale of singles and the top 40 radio hits. 

According to Smith these independent labels accounted for approximately 60 percent of the total 

single sales and for 70 percent of the tunes that made it into the influential Billboard’s chart. 

Nonetheless, the strength of the independent labels must not be overrated since Smith also cites figures 

which say that the sales of singles accounts for only 20 to 25 percent of the total profits made between 

1959 and 1969. Thus the major record labels, who considered the new music of rock ‘n’ roll a passing 

fad, contracted rock and rhythm ‘n blues artists but mainly as an economic strategy of risk spreading.  

As film studios wanted to share in the music industry’s commercial success, Smith contends, 

they set up their own record subsidiaries and used the records as promotional tools for their film 

music. Film producers thought the single format was more advantageous since it provided a cost-

efficient means to market the film’s theme song. This did not mean, however, that they targeted the 

teenage audience. Smith argues that soundtrack producers barely used teenage music since many 

people from the film industry actually held rock ‘n roll in very low esteem. This was partly due to or 

enhanced by the payola scandal of 1959 and 1960. The fact that DJ’s had to be bribed to play rock ‘n’ 

roll was for many people a sign in itself that the music was aesthetically worthless. So according to 

Smith, the film-owned record labels produced both singles and soundtrack albums that could answer 

the different needs of the music and film branches; yet they preferred adult pop balladeers and 

instrumentalists such as Perry Como and Henry Mancini because these artists could sell both singles 

and albums while an artist like Chuck Berry would only be of interest for the teenage singles market 

(50-6).

The only place where film companies in the 1950s did address the teenage market was in their 

marketing of the teenpic. Thomas Doherty explains how the decline of the Hollywood studio era 

opened a market for low-budget producers such as Sam Katzman and independent film companies 

such as American International Pictures (AIP). These independent producers responded to the 

emerging teenage culture with the strategy of quickly cashing in on the popular music or dance of the 

moment (17-38 and 71-104). The titles of these films reveal this approach: ROCK AROUND THE CLOCK 

(1956), ROCK, BABY, ROCK IT (1957), DON’T KNOCK THE ROCK (1956), CALYPSO JOE (1957), BOP GIRL 

GOES CALYPSO (1957) and CALYPSO HEAT WAVE (1957). Yet towards the end of the 1960s, popular 

music was no longer a marginal market. Smith argues that after the huge success of the Beatles’ 

vehicle A HARD DAY’S NIGHT (1964) both Hollywood and the record subsidiaries changed their 

strategy and started to use pop and rock music in major productions. Similarly, the success of the 

soundtracks of THE GRADUATE (1967) and EASY RIDER (1969) caused the major studios to use rock 

and pop music as a dramatic underscore, not only in teenage productions but also in ‘adult’ releases 
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such as MIDNIGHT COWBOY (1969). Smith argues that since the late 1960s it was rock and pop music 

rather than jazz and symphonic music that was mostly exploited by the film industry (45-56).  

Increasingly, since the 1970s, record companies and film studios became part of larger 

conglomerates. Cross-promotion of music and films became a dominant marketing strategy that 

culminated in the promotion of SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER (1977) that was a huge success both in terms 

of the film and its accompanying soundtrack. Smith argues that in the mid-1990s there were broadly 

two strategies for selling soundtracks with popular music depending on the type of film they 

accompanied. In huge film productions, soundtracks were a combination of different artists that fitted 

different radio formats and appealed to different audiences while smaller budget films often exploited 

a certain musical genre in vogue at the time (e.g. gangsta rap in films like BOYZ N THE HOOD, NEW

JACK CITY and MENACE II SOCIETY). In the 1980s, music videos offered a new mode of promotion. 

An advantage of music videos as a promotional tool was that it provided access to the target audience 

that were also sought by film producers. Films such as FLASHDANCE (1983), FOOTLOOSE (1984) and 

STAYING ALIVE (1983) were early examples of this. This strategy of cross-marketing film, soundtrack 

and music video had become an established practice in the 1990s, Smith concludes (189-209).      

Television’s relation to a youth audience, by contrast, has, historically, been more difficult.16

Hill describes how in the 1950s television only had two channels and was therefore forced to address a 

large as possible audience, i.e. a family audience (58). Conversely, one of the strategies with which 

cinema could compete with the growing dominance of television was controversy, hence the teenpics 

(Doherty 26). So whereas cinema framed youth and popular music as shocking and outrageous, on 

television popular music was presented in the context of family entertainment. For example American 

programmes such as Your Hit Parade (1950-59), Upbeat (1955) and The Big Record (1957-58) and

British shows like Six–Five Special (1957-58) and Juke Box Jury (1959-67) appealed to a broad 

audience, including both youngsters and adults. Music television programmes had various strategies in 

order to differentiate between a youth and an adult audience within the same show. For instance, some 

programmes addressed youth in a special part of an overall family-oriented program (like The Ed 

Sullivan Show (1948-71) with its ‘and-now-for-the-youngsters’ segment). Others invited musical 

artists that appealed to teenagers and other performers who had an adult audience. BBC’s Six-Five 

Special had a similar strategy with regard to its presenters. One presenter (Pete Murray) addressed a 

youth audience through hip language (‘we’ve got almost a hundred cats jumping here’) while another 

(Jo Douglas) spoke to adult viewers in a more serious tone (‘we’ve got some lively musicians and 

personalities mingling with us here’) (Hill 58-9). A programme like Juke Box Jury presented teenage 

music for a mostly adult jury. These strategies must have made sense from the perspective of 

American television producers, Mundy argues, for who the existence of a ‘rock audience’ was still 

uncertain (186). John Hill makes a similar argument with regard to the BBC management of Six-Five

Special who did not want to focus too exclusively or enthusiastically on a musical style (rock ‘n’ roll) 

which they considered a passing fad (58). What these programmes had in common was, according to 
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Mundy, the not to be underestimated role of introducing teenage music to a larger audience and 

making it acceptable. It helped to increase the record industry’s commercial potential and it made the 

new teenage music safe by putting it in the context of family entertainment (184).  

This strategy of addressing both an adult and a youth audience changed with the arrival of 

American Bandstand (1952- 89). This programme tried to rise on the rock ‘n’ roll craze by specifically 

addressing a teenage audience only. It was hosted by DJ Dick Clarke in a studio filled with teenagers 

dancing to music of teen idols such as Fabian, Frankie Avalon and Booby Vee. The show was 

important not only because it influenced record sales, Mundy argues, but also because it determined 

the visual iconography of teenage culture in the way it celebrated fashion and dance styles. American

Bandstand focused on ‘the processes of consumption itself’. This is best illustrated by the 

programme’s promotion of Chubby Checker’s ‘The Twist’, which generated commercial exploitations 

across various media. The Twist was also fully exploited in teenpics such as TWIST AROUND THE 

CLOCK (1961) and DON’T KNOCK THE TWIST (1961) and by the sale of merchandising such as 

‘Chubby Checker Twisters’ shoes. British programmes such as Oh Boy! (1958-59) and Ready, Steady, 

Go! (1963-66) exclusively targeted a youth audience as well and linked it to fashion and other style 

items (Mundy 188-9 and 197-203). 

However, this relationship between popular music and the commercial mainstream was in 

conflict with the 1960s’ rock ideology that celebrated authenticity and that adopted an identity of 

being anti-establishment and anti-corporate. Rock artists were not too keen on appearing on television 

shows as the medium’s conservative image and attitude could harm their rebellious image. This 

distrust of rock culture vis-à-vis television was reciprocal. Television networks often found rock artists 

too risqué. Television appearances were therefore frequently censored. This ranged from The Ed 

Sullivan Show’s censoring the framing of Elvis Presley’s performance and the show’s demand that the 

Rolling Stones changed the lyrics of ‘Let’s Spend the Night Together’ to the many battles with 

network censors on the Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour (1967-75) (Banks 27). A safer approach for 

television producers was to make their own rock group, hence The Monkees (1966-68). They did this 

with considerable success although the fabricated group did not have any credibility within rock 

culture. This tension between television and rock culture reflects a more general paradox. Rock music 

is essentially a commercial, mainstream audio-visual phenomenon that masquerades as rebellious and 

anti-establishment. This paradox means that even though reaching rock’s youth audience is lucrative 

(from the industry’s point of view), it is also risky. Youth is often considered a cultural minefield and 

this is not a problem exclusive to television. Nevertheless, in the 1960s and 1970s television tried to 

reach a youth audience with several programmes but without much success. Shows such as Shindig

(1964-66), Hullabaloo (1964-66) and Midnight Special (1972-81) were not very popular because 

contemporary rock artists did not often appear in them. In Britain, by contrast, independent television 

companies did produce some music shows that tried to reach a more ‘alternative’ audience, like Tyne 
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Tees’ Alright Now and Granada’s So It Goes (1976). But these programmes remained an exception. In 

general, the most famous and important rock artists did appear on television but not regularly.        

While the above-mentioned television programmes mainly worked with performances in the 

studio, there were also some early instances where pre-recorded short films of popular music artists 

anticipated the music video. Initially, the various historical precursors of music videos did not prove 

very successful in terms of sales and of reaching youth audiences. Promo clips, the so-called ‘snaders’ 

(after its producer George Snader) were already being used in the early years of American Bandstand.

They were not very successful (boring, according to Dick Clarke), however, and were quickly 

abandoned. In the early 1960s, the French Scopitone and the Italian Cinebox introduced the visual 

jukebox. These were coin-operated machines that contained 16mm films that could be projected on 

small screens. While the machines were popular in Europe, they were not very successful in the 

U.S.A. One reason for this lack of success was, according to Smith, that the Scopitones failed to tap 

into the rising youth market. This was partly due to the machines’ location. In order to avoid 

competition with regular jukeboxes, the machines were located in places such as hotels, cocktail 

lounges and restaurants. Since these places were visited by adults rather than by under-aged teenagers, 

the Scopitones mainly addressed an adult audience. When Scopitones did address a youth audience, 

their choice of artists was very conservative (Smith 142-5).17 The use of promo clips really took off, 

however, when the Beatles started to use them in the mid 1960s. Aesthetically, the clips moved away 

from the established performing conventions on television and anticipated the freer form of music 

video (Mundy 207-8). Economically, the Beatles’ videos were a result of their global popularity since 

they could not meet the large amount of requests for appearing on television shows. When this type of 

publicity was established in the 1980s it also worked the other way around. Making music videos had 

become so expensive that only the sales from an international market could make up for it (Frith, 

‘Picking Up the Pieces’ 95).  

Most analyses of MTV name three reasons why the music television channel was developed. 

Firstly, the record industry suffered an economic crisis in the period 1978-82. For the first time in 

twenty years of growth, record sales decreased. The record industry’s recession was partly due to the 

fact that radio stations refused to play new music because their formats were based on AOR (adult-

oriented rock) play lists, i.e. established rock music that appealed mainly to an older audience. 

Secondly, advertisers were seeking a market for the 12-34 audiences who did not watch much 

television and were therefore difficult to reach. Thirdly, television technology underwent a profound 

change with the arrival of cable television. This created the possibility of other media outlets that were 

no longer trying to reach the family audience. The traditional strategy of broadcasting was now 

abandoned in favour of narrow casting. MTV was developed as a result of all these factors and the 

new channel premiered on August 1, 1981 with the Buggles’ VIDEO KILLED THE RADIO STAR. MTV 

and music videos had an enormous institutional and cultural impact and actually managed to produce 

television that presented rock artists in a credible way, notwithstanding the criticism of many rock 
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aficionados and music journalists who thought MTV was going to be a new version of American 

Bandstand (Denisoff, Tarnished Gold 363). Some artists also complained that music videos turned 

musicians into actors. They opposed the new medium because they didn’t like the way visuals now 

seemed to dominate the music. These arguments ignored the fact that rock music had, since its arrival, 

always had visual counterparts in album sleeves, photographs, film and television. Music television 

and music videos were just very successful strategies in a long history where audio-visual media were 

trying to reach a youth audience.  

Ironically, the moment television finally managed to hold on to a youth audience in a 

successful and credible way, it also became increasingly uncertain what ‘youth’ meant or what a 

‘youth market’ stood for. As mentioned earlier, MTV did not only address a youth constituency that 

was already much older (16-34) than American Bandstand’s average viewer, it also looked for an 

audience not defined by age per se (although the outcomes of their research generally showed that age 

was an important factor) but by a particular attitude and style preferences (see Marshal Cohen’s 

remark at the beginning of the chapter). In addition, a 1980s’ term such as ‘the MTV generation’ 

seemed to refer to both teenagers and to adult yuppies. Other channels such as Discovery Music 

Network and Ted Turner’s Cable Music Channel even actively targeted an over thirty audience, but 

they did not succeed because of MTV’s dominance in the market. In reaction to these ventures, 

however, MTV launched, in 1985, its own channel VH-1 to address an audience within the age cohort 

25-44 that included the older and wealthier baby boom generation. VH-1 has become more or less 

successful but its relation to ‘youth’ or a somewhat older generation is blurred. The baby boom 

generation did not like to be addressed as ‘old’, as the Village Voice’s Elvis Mitchell explained: ‘VH-1 

makes being over 30 humiliating. Somebody ought to tell these folks that the Big Chill generation still 

craves rock ‘n’ roll’ (qtd. in Denisoff, Inside MTV 202, see also 206). Conversely, VH-1 also appealed 

to a teen audience. For example, marketing research indicated that the popularity of new star Whitney 

Houston was mainly due to her exposure on VH-1. It was implied that Houston’s popularity could be 

explained by another outcome of the research according to which female teens watched the channel 

for the black music they didn’t find on MTV (Denisoff, Inside MTV 232). Initially, VH-1 started by 

playing videos of nostalgic rock acts reminiscent of the sixties’ generation. However, in the 1990s 

they changed this strategy and started to play more contemporary music by artists such as Madonna 

and Bruce Springsteen (Banks 52-5). The confusion about youth is also related, according to Frith and 

Lury, to a particular group of British youth programmes in the late 1980s to mid 1990s. Lury argues 

that music programmes like The Word (1990-95), Snub TV (1987-90) and TFI Friday (1996-) 

produced an aesthetic of ‘cynicism and enchantment’ that ‘coincided’ with the Generation X.  She 

purposefully uses the word ‘coincided’ because she agrees with Frith who argues that these youth 

programmes ‘no longer described a particular type of viewer, who is attracted to a particular type of 

programme but, rather, describes an attitude, a particular type of viewing behaviour.’ (‘Youth/ Music/ 

Television’ 75).  
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This confusion about the youth market is, in any case, also related to a different media 

environment where the popular music industry and the film and television industries became part of 

larger conglomerates that now operate a global market through strategies of synergy, diversification 

and high concept filmmaking.18 This structure also meant a different positioning of the record industry 

towards other media and towards its youth market, traditionally represented by the sale of singles. 

Frith describes this situation as follows:

Singles are still vital promotional tools (MTV is organised around the clip like radio is 

organised around the track) but their effectiveness is no longer directly dependent on teen 

choice. Instead that effectiveness is determined by the readings of teen (and other audiences)

tastes taken by TV and film companies that are, for technological reasons, much less 

responsive to youth cultural fads and fashions than pop radio used to be. The point is not that 

the records industry has to reach its market through other entertainment media (this has always 

been true), but that its profits now depend on its delivery of that market to those media. A 

record company’s most rewarding economic role has become selling audiences to advertisers, 

programmers, and products. (first italics mine, ‘Picking Up the Pieces’ 100) 

Let me now turn from this larger picture of the youth market to the main question of this study: how 

do music videos construct youth? I will address this question by analysing youth in terms of three 

parameters.  

Three parameters of youth 
There are three parameters which I think are crucial to the way youth is constructed in music videos: 

the temporalities of youth and what I will call the permitted performativities of youth which refer to 

youth as an individual identity and a collective identity. These parameters are derived from traditional 

meanings of youth: youth as a generation, youth as a psychosocial period and youth as a subculture. 

Although each parameter focuses therefore on certain aspects of youth, these distinctions are less strict 

than they at first seem. The temporal identity of youth as a generation is also a collective identity. 

Youth as a psychosocial period in an individual’s life also has a temporal dimension. Youth as an 

individual identity and a collective identity are both implicated in musical interaction and are therefore 

difficult to separate. These distinctions are made for the sake of clarity, not because they pretend to 

describe separate processes. The parameters define the similarities between the ways a diverse range 

of music videos articulate identities of youth. In my research however I will discuss these parameters 

in terms of how they are differently ‘accentuated’ by musical genres. So the parameters indicate a 

certain coherence in the notion of ‘youth’ while the musical genres indicate internal differences. My 

discussion of the parameters of youth is based on the premise that music videos are structured 
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according to rules of musical performance. These rules pertain to the dialogic structures inherent in 

popular music: the interaction between musicians, between performer and audience, between words 

and singer and between the body and the voice. These ‘conversational’ structures can be found in all 

forms of popular music. How these relations are defined, by contrast, differs per genre. The 

parameters are always understood in terms of these dialogic structures and performance rules. ‘Youth’ 

is therefore to be understood as the convergence of particular social and historical relations (youth’s 

parameters), popular media (music video) and the performance rules of popular music.    

The temporalities of youth

As the new generation, the youth are traditionally considered to be an integral part of history. An 

historical generation has been defined as ‘a category of contemporaries whose behaviour signals the 

effects of one or several discontinuous changes that have been part of that generation’s formative 

period’ (‘een categorie van tijdgenoten, wier gedrag effecten vertoont van één of meer discontinue 

veranderingen, die zij in haar formatieve periode heeft ondergaan’ Becker 12). The ‘formative period’ 

refers here to an individual’s adolescent years. So in general, when a generation is described, 

‘generation’ is analogous with the time period when that generation was young.19 In his essay ‘The 

Sociological Problem of Generations’, the sociologist Karl Mannheim describes the relation between 

history and ‘youth as the new generation’ through the notion of ‘fresh contact’. Mannhein contends 

that one of the ‘fundamental facts’ of a new generation is its ‘fresh contact’ with the cultural heritage, 

which ‘always means a changed relationship of distance from the object and a novel approach in 

assimilating, using, and developing the proffered material’ (293). Mannheim admits that starting 

afresh is not a phenomenon exclusive to new generations. It can also take place on the level of the 

individual, when for example a person emigrates to another country or a person changes religion or 

when an adolescent leaves the parental home. Mannheim therefore distinguishes between two types of 

fresh contact: ‘one based on a shift in social relations, and the other on vital factors (the change from 

one generation to another)’ (293-4). The concept of ‘fresh contact’ should not be confused with 

progression, Mannheim warns. There are numerous examples of generations that can be called 

‘conservative.’ Terms such as ‘progressive’ and ‘conservative’ belong to the domain of historical 

sociology whereas the concept of ‘fresh contact’ belongs to formal sociology (293-7). The fresh 

contact of a new generation is the first temporality of youth and refers to the emergence of a youth 

culture at a particular historical moment and the way it offers a re-orientation towards its cultural 

heritage.

One of the most prominent generations of the twentieth century has been the baby boom 

generation that was born during 1940 and 1955. Their characteristic feature was the degree to which 

they were characterised by their leisure activities, i.e. parties, popular music and dancing. Conversely, 

another prominent generation of that century, the generation of 1914 (the ‘generation of the trenches’), 

was defined by their shared disillusions of the ‘Great War’ and their subsequent radical political 
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formations (the national-socialist movements among others) (Wohl; Juan J.Linz 33-6, 43-7 and 81). 

The contribution to politics of the 1960s’ ‘protest generation’ is less significant however. Firstly, 

although some people were politically active, the ‘rock generation’ was initially not a political 

movement. Grossberg argues that rock culture was politicised by the attacks it received from those 

representatives of dominant institutions (school, the government, the family) who recognised that rock 

was aesthetically, socially and culturally ‘loud’ (147-8). Secondly, the historical significance of the 

baby boom generation was the way it defined youth as rebellion in the domain not of political parties 

but of popular music. The baby boom’s cultural impact is the way a new generation is henceforth 

understood in terms of new styles and genres of popular music through which youth offers a novel 

approach in response to the social context of their time. 

 The fresh contact of the baby boom generation did not only consist of their affiliation with 

popular music but also with an alternative experience of time (the second temporality of youth). The 

youth cultures of the 1950s and the 1960s defined ‘youth’ in a different way than their parents did. 

Grossberg argues that in these decades, adults viewed the baby boom generation as the promise of the 

future. Youth was a symbol of the future prosperous nation (the American Dream). Against this adult 

view, youth itself celebrated, through its new music, a different, imaginary future of fun that rejected 

boredom, control and the everyday world. Because youth adopted an alternative temporality it was 

therefore accused of transgressing social norms. This transgression consisted in the refusal to play a 

part in the yet to be made history of building the nation (Grossberg 172-81). This ambivalence 

regarding the meaning of youth represented, in the 1950s and 1960s, a generation struggle. There 

existed a conflict within, what the German art-historian Wilhelm Pinder termed: ‘the non-

contemporaneity of the contemporaneous.’ With this term he described the way different generations 

live in the same time period while they are in different stages of their lives and therefore experience 

time differently. In the 1950 and 1960s, adults were busy building the nation while youth was more 

drawn to the temporal experience of rock music. With regard to the temporal experience of popular 

music, Simon Frith has argued that music is about the possibility of experiencing ideal time, which he 

defines as ‘the time in which we can, as it were, live in the present tense’ (Performing Rites 157). With 

regard to youth, this ideal time means experiencing, in the eternal present of music, an imaginary 

future of fun. Indeed, the baby boom generation’s experience of ‘an eternal present of fun’ has become 

one of the most important characteristics by which subsequent generations have been defined as well.  

This eternal present of fun is implicated in another, third temporal level of youth: the time 

experience of boredom and fashion. These two temporalities are of particular interest to popular 

music, Frith argues. His argument does not refer specifically to youth (he also mentions Billie 

Holliday) but, as I have argued, youth cultures have, historically, consistently identified themselves 

with the rejection of boredom. According to Frith, popular music tries, on the one hand, to counter 

boredom while it simultaneously confirms boredom in the way it is a brief distraction from the 

monotony of everyday life. Fashion, on the other hand, (Frith uses an argument made by Shuhei 
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Hosokawa here) is defined by ephemerality and repetition because it constantly replaces the new by a 

different newness. This is often called ‘the eternal industrial return.’ The time experience of fashion 

does indeed put to the fore the ways in which popular music centres on repetition. Goodwin points out 

that repetition in popular music occurs on three levels: ‘within songs, between songs, and across media 

sites (79).’ Within songs repetition can be found in the recurrence of lyrics, beats, riffs, rhythms and 

the alternation between verse and chorus. Between songs there is also a high degree of repetition 

because songs are often similar to each other in their use of identical elements such as lyrics, rhythms, 

performance styles and melodies. Songs are also repeated across media sites. They can be heard on the 

radio, in the cinema, on television, on our Walkman etc. According to Goodwin, these three forms of 

repetition refer to what Theodor Adorno has called ‘part interchangeability’ (Goodwin 78-80).  

For cultural theorists such as Adorno, Jacques Attali and Frederic Jameson, this high degree of 

repetition inevitably refers to the serialisation and standardisation of popular music’s industrialisation 

and, consequently, to popular music’s status of being reactionary. Adorno argues that popular music, 

which moves in the realm of ‘free’ time, actually reproduces the conditions of the work place, i.e. 

standardization, which denies the masses any novelty. Paradoxically, although people seek novelty 

they still want to avoid effort in their leisure time because of the stress involved in their work. Popular 

music’s standardization fills this need by denying the effort of participation. So for Adorno, repetition 

in popular music is a pejorative term that refers to the way capitalism naturalizes its own mechanisms 

and thereby confirms its status quo (310-11). He values ‘the fundamental novel’ (302) and ‘the really 

new experience’ (311) and therefore criticizes the standardization of popular music that is ‘wholly 

antagonistic to the ideal of individuality in a free, liberal society’ (305). The absence of novelty and 

individualisation can be found in one of the types of mass behaviour towards popular music: the 

‘rhythmically obedient type’, which is mostly found amongst the youth (‘the radio generation’). 

Adorno describes youth’s obedience to the beat as ‘the masochistic adjustment to authoritarian 

collectivism’ and as the marching of ‘coordinated battalions of a mechanical collectivity’ (312). 

Popular music’s function for youth is repressive, involves self-renunciation and an obedience to and 

fetishism of the machine, Adorno concludes (311-3).  

In a similar vein, Jacques Attali argues that mass music has led to the confinement of youth 

because it only creates them as consumers, leading to collective uniformity and excluding individual 

differentiation (109-11). For Fredric Jameson too, repetition is a fundamental aspect of ‘the aesthetic 

production under capitalism.’ He argues, referring to Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum, that 

contemporary society only reproduces commodities, which no longer refer to an original production, 

‘a primary text’. The production of the commodity reflects in this sense the paradox of repetition: 

repetition exists only when something has happened for the second time and therefore repetition has 

no original object. ‘(…) As with the simulacrum, there is no “first time” of repetition, no original” of 

which succeeding repetitions are mere copies’ (133). Jameson argues that popular music is a good 

example of this ‘structural absence, or repetitive volatilisation, of the “primary texts.”’ The only 
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exceptions, for him, are some authentic forms of the blues and British working-class rock and only to 

the extent that they have not yet been industrialised or turned into a commodity. 

For Adorno, the focus on novelty, exemplified in ‘serious music’ like Beethoven or 

Stravinsky, seems to be a genuine alternative to massification and standardization just as Jameson 

considers the blues as being an alternative to industrialisation. Paradoxically, the discourse of rock has 

always used similar claims to ‘seriousness’ in order to make a high/low distinction within the popular. 

These claims are however in contradiction with rock’s own status as mass commodity. Keir Keightley 

argues that rock addresses this contradiction as follows: ‘Mass commodity consumption no longer 

seems incompatible with rock because rock’s critique of the alienation and complicity implicit in that 

consumption is reworked as a critique of the means of musical production’ (129). The valorisation of 

spontaneity, authenticity and innovation indicate some important characteristics of rock culture that 

reveal the way the ideology of rock often makes use of discourses of both high art and folk art (cf. 

Frith, Performing Rites 36-42). Rock culture’s dismissal of the standardisation (repetition) of 

industrialisation can be found in its rejection of pop music that represents, for rock, the commercial 

organisation of the music industry and their manipulations. Rock thereby ignores the fact that it is 

actually not that different from pop music. Rock may make more serious claims of transcending the 

monotony of everyday life in comparison to pop but both genres are about the rejection of boredom 

and the celebration of the time experience of fashion.  

The problem with pessimistic interpretations of popular music’s repetition is that it is either 

equated with the serialized production of the music industry (Adorno; rock’s dismissal of pop music) 

or a clear-cut opposition is made between pre-industrial cultures and cultures determined by media and 

technology (Jameson; rock’s adoption of the discourse of folk art). The former ignores the fact that 

popular music relies heavily on black music traditions in which repetition fulfils a different, more 

positive role; the latter ignores the ways in which popular music, the blues included, have, since the 

emergence of various sound technologies, always been characterised by a merger of orality and 

technology, live performance and mediation.  

Instead of looking at popular music from a perspective that values musical progression (that 

can be found in some European music traditions), popular music’s repetition should be regarded in 

terms of the musical traditions it stems from. In his article ‘Repetition as a figure of black culture’ 

James Snead analyses the dominance of repetition in black culture. His argument is based on the 

premise that repetition is inevitably part of culture because culture needs recognisability and a sense of 

continuity about itself and because inexhaustible novelty is unthinkable. Nevertheless, cultures differ 

in their understanding of time. A culture’s conception of time constitutes a consensus that provides 

security, identification and rightness. Yet, according to Snead, this consensus is also a ‘coverage’ in 

the sense that it both insures against accidents and ruptures and covers up less pleasant aspects. 

European culture has favoured a linear view of history in the name of scientific progress and the 

development of the nation state. Black culture instead maintained a cyclical view of history in which 
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repetition was considered to be a constitutive force in the equilibrium of the world. Performance 

(music, dance, language) is one of the practices in which the perception of repetition is most 

characteristically articulated in black culture.20 An important aspect within black music is the ‘cut’: 

those moments when the music stops, during irregular intervals and without motivation, in order to 

return to a beginning of a previous part. The cut both incorporates accidents and ruptures and 

underlines the repetition of the rhythm: ‘Black music sets up expectations and disturbs them at 

irregular intervals: that it will do this, however, is itself an expectation’ (69). In this way 

unpredictability is more or less ‘controlled’. 

While the analysis of repetition in popular music should not ignore the conventions of black 

music from which it draws, it should neither ignore the ways in which these conventions have, 

historically, always been mixed with forms of technology. Popular music’s standardisation as a 

commodity form should not be reduced to commercial processes (although they should not be denied 

either) but viewed in the history of the various ways in which popular music has used technology in 

order to reproduce, disseminate and create those elements of which it has often been claimed are 

characteristic of oral and pre-industrial cultures, i.e. authenticity, human feelings and individuality. I 

draw here from an argument made by Tricia Rose. Although she talks about the ways in which the 

mixture of orality and technology is a characteristic of hip-hop, her argument applies, I think, to 

popular music in general. Hip-hop, Rose argues, should not be considered a direct extension of its 

orally based precursors with technology merely added on. Instead ‘rap simultaneously makes 

technology oral and technologizes orality’ (86). Hip-hop both alters and sustains forms of oral 

practices (85-8). For instance, the technology of sampling is similar to the way narrative originality in 

oral culture is defined, Rose argues (85-8). She draws from Walter Ong’s study of orality. He argues 

that the repetition of formulas and themes are dominant in oral narration because they are a way of 

memorising stories. New elements are, however, also inserted. Stories are never repeated in quite the 

same way: ‘formulas and themes are reshuffled rather than supplanted with new materials’ (Ong 42). 

According to Rose, hip-hop, and I think this is also true for other genres of popular music, is a form of 

what Ong has called ‘secondary orality’.  Secondary orality can be found in media such as records, 

radio and television. They depend on writing and print but they also reveal similarities with ‘primary 

orality,’ like a focus on the present moment and the use of formulas. Another similarity is the focus on 

spontaneity. Primary orality promotes spontaneity because the analytical reflection introduced by 

writing is not possible while secondary orality celebrates spontaneity because it has become positively 

valued (Ong 133-4). Frith has argued that recording technology made it possible to capture those 

aspects of performance—spontaneity and improvisation—which were previously impossible to 

reproduce while the electrical microphone enabled the amplification of an intimate sounding voice and 

the public expression of private feelings (‘Art versus Technology’ 269-71). So the repetition of the 

commodity and the use of technology, which were, for critics such as Adorno and Jameson, a sign of 
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the absence of authenticity, of spontaneity and of novelty, actually contributed to the creation of these 

aspects (authenticity, etc.) and helped to disseminate them.  

The time experience of fashion is a good metaphor for the role of repetition in popular music 

and the way it relates to youth. Popular music’s time experience of fashion refers not only to the 

workings of repetition in a musical tradition it draws on but also refers to the repetition of that music’s 

status as a commodified form of technology. The temporality of fashion cannot be reduced to its 

commercial function although it cannot be neglected either. Like music, dance and language (i.e. 

Snead’s examples of performance), fashion is also a performance and its temporality structurally 

corresponds to popular music’s repetitions and the ‘cut’. Indeed, Barthes’ description of what he 

contends to be fashion’s anthropological function that is derived from its ambiguity of being 

‘simultaneously unpredicted and systematic, regular and unknown, aleatory and structured’ (The

Fashion System 300) is not that different from Snead’s description of repetition and ‘the cut’ in black 

culture. Fashion relates to youth on two levels. Firstly, both fashion and youth are identified by a 

rejection of boredom and the monotony of everyday life. Both fashion and youth celebrate the eternal 

present of fun. Secondly, youth’s identity as a generation is often related to that generation’s particular 

style (fashion), i.e. clothes, music, dances. Fashion is a continuous emergence of new perspectives and 

changed relations (retro fashion is never a complete copy of the period it refers to) and thereby reveals 

a formal correspondence with Mannheim’s notion of ‘fresh contact.’ An important difference, 

however, is the fact that fresh contact refers to the ‘vital factor’ of the alternation of generations, while 

the time experience of fashion is a cultural value. One could say that fashion’s temporality is an 

understanding of ‘fresh contact’ in ideological terms. Values of fashion can be found in what is 

considered to be ‘original’ and this varies from genre to genre and these different values can also be 

found in music videos.  

The fourth temporality of youth is its increasing transgenerationality. Whatever the historical 

specificities of the various youth cultures that emerged after the Second World War, ‘youth’ now has 

become somewhat detached from generation and history. This can be explained by the fact that the 

baby boom generation and subsequent generations still identify themselves with youth. Artists from 

different generations can all now appropriate youth: Mick Jagger, Ozzie Osbourne, David Bowie, 

Madonna, George Michael, LL Cool J. Youth no longer refers to the particular historical location of a 

new generation because everybody is ‘young’. In this sense one can reformulate Pinder’s concept. His 

idea of the ‘non-contemporaneity of the contemporaneous’ referred to the fact that several generations 

live simultaneously but experience time differently because each generation is in a different stage of 

their life. With regard to youth one might conclude that different generations with different historical 

backgrounds all experience time in the same way because they all identify with the same stage of life. 

Even though each youth culture’s musical style produces its own particular temporality with its own 

accents and its own values and structures of repetition, on an abstract level they always refer to the 

experience of an imaginary future enacted in the eternal present of fun and to the time experience of 
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fashion. These temporal experiences developed into a ‘timeless’ characteristic of what is considered to 

be youth’s temporality through subsequent decades, notwithstanding the specific socio-historical 

context in which each youth culture emerged.  

So to summarise, ‘youth’ is determined by four temporalities. The first temporality of youth 

refers to the specific historical location of a generation. The case studies of this research will inquire 

into the way a musical genre represents ‘fresh contact’ on this historical level. This temporality will be 

analysed in the first paragraph of each case study. The second temporality is the experience of an 

eternal present where an imaginary future of fun is enacted. The time experience of fashion is the third 

temporality of youth. Each musical genre has its own way of constructing the eternal present and 

fashion. One of the sub-questions of this research will be how these temporalities of youth are 

constructed in music videos of a particular musical genre (hip-hop, teen pop and electronic dance 

music). The fourth temporality of youth is its increasing status of being transgenerational. In each case 

study I will analyse the extent in which a particular constituency of youth has become accessible for 

different generations.

Permitted performativities: youth as an individual identity

Frith has argued that popular music simultaneously offers the experience of an individual, subjective 

identity and a collective identity. The next paragraph will enquire into the collective identity of youth 

in music videos. In this paragraph, youth is approached as an individual identity on various levels. In 

music videos the construction of an individual identity centres on the pop artist who performs his or 

her music. The pop artist’s individual identity can be found in two roles that she or he occupies 

simultaneously, namely the role of author and of performer. As an author, the artist’s individual 

identity relates to issues of authorship and narration. As a performer, the artist’s individual identity 

relates to the performance rituals of the music and to identity as role playing. I will now analyse these 

levels in more detail.           

The ‘author’ of a music video is still considered to be the performing artist whose song is 

being advertised. The only person besides the artist who sometimes receives credit for being the author 

of a music video is the director. Michael Shore notes for example that as early as 1983 the presenters 

of music videos on MTV, the so-called ‘video jockeys’ (VJs), started to name directors in their 

introductions of videos (113). Directors’ names are now sometimes put alongside the other 

information that is shown at the beginning and end of a video although this is not done consistently. 

Sometimes music videos start with credits similar to a film and do not only mention the artist’s name 

but also the director’s as if the video were a small movie (e.g. Flowered Up’s WEEKENDER (directed 

by Wiz) or Missy Elliot’s SHE’S A BITCH (directed by Hype Williams)). But this kind of credit remains 

unusual. In the past some directors (e.g. David Fincher) have received attention for the way they 

established a particular music video style that enabled them to be successful as feature film directors 
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as well. Other directors received attention because they were already famous in another discipline (e.g. 

Herb Ritts). More recently, a new generation of music video directors such as Spike Jonze, Michel 

Gondry and Hype Williams receive much credit in film festivals, exhibitions, books and DVDs with 

compilations of their work.21 Although this probably is a sign that music videos are increasingly being 

accepted as a legitimate art form, it is still a marginal phenomenon in comparison to the status of the 

director in cinema and it is not representative of the way music videos are credited in general. 

Notwithstanding the creative input of directors, it is the musical artist who is mainly understood to be 

the author of the video.  

It might be useful here to make a comparison with movie stars. Richard Dyer argues that in 

looking at stars as authors one should distinguish between authorship of films and authorship of the 

star image and/or performance. The star can be the director of the film that also features him or her as 

an actor (e.g. Charlie Chaplin or Clint Eastwood). Yet strictly speaking this consists of two roles: the 

star as actor and the star as director. (Dyer, Stars 152-5). In music videos this distinction between actor 

and director is less rigid. Pop artists are much more involved in the making process of a video, often 

even assuming the role of director or co-director. This depends also of course on the power of the pop 

stars. Established artists such as Madonna, U2 or Eminem will have greater say in the look of their 

videos than new artists. Nevertheless, the line between ‘actor’ and director is less strict. After all, in 

music videos it is the director that is hired to make a video for a particular artist, not the other way 

around. Furthermore, whereas the star image/performance of the movie star is but one element (albeit 

an important one) in a film’s narrative, in music video it is the only element. Indeed, in music videos 

authorship of the video means the authorship of the star image and performance. Moreover, whereas 

movies portray their stars playing fictional roles, pop songs (and their videos) are understood as a 

medium where pop stars express their personality even in songs that are not written by them. In film 

and literary theory the notion of ‘expression’ has long been dismissed as a viable critical category. 

However, in pop music this idea is pervasive and indicates the way pop music is still understood to tell 

us something about a star’s personality.             

Andrew Goodwin analyses the central role of the author in popular music, which can be traced 

back to the dominance of a Romantic discourse of self expression and to a nineteenth century belief in 

the artist as a creative genius who expresses his true inner states in his artwork. Goodwin argues that 

although the author was declared dead in the 1970s by Barthes and Foucault, auteurism is still 

pervasive in popular music and still needs to be addressed and criticized (104-9). The author, Goodwin 

argues, must be related to a specific feature of popular music, namely its double address (74-8). The 

performer occupies two roles simultaneously, that of the singer as a fictional character and the singer 

as storyteller. In the case of a first person address it is sometimes quite difficult to separate the two 

positions. But also with a second or third person address, the address remains more direct in 

comparison with an actor who plays a fictional character. So Goodwin concludes that when hearing a 
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song one hears both the content of the words and the ‘character’ of the singer through the voice, 

gestures and, in videos, through the pervasive use of the close-up. Goodwin describes the fact that the 

storyteller in pop music and videos is aurally and visually present, as the conflation between the real 

and the implied author. His theoretical reference is Sarah Kozloff who herself uses Seymour 

Chatman’s narrative theory. Chatman describes the narration in literature and films as a string of 

positions that go through the communicative process: the career author- the implied author- the 

character narrator- story- character reader- implied reader. The ‘real author’ falls outside narrative 

analysis because it refers to the actual flesh-and-blood person who is ultimately not knowable since 

people interpret differently the ‘real’ intentions of the author. The implied author is the author 

constructed by the text and should be distinguished from the character narrator because it entails two 

different levels that give information. These two levels become explicit in cases such as unreliable 

narration or irony. More generally this distinction serves to warn the reader that what happens inside 

the fictional world should not directly be equated with the position held by the real author (Chatman 

74-7). The implied author can be used as a ‘tool’ in the analysis of individual music videos since it is 

an authorial position tied to one particular text. The characterisation of pop stars, however, is also a 

result of the way they are depicted throughout various videos and other media outlets such as publicity 

photographs, interviews and live shows. On this level the career author becomes a useful category. 

Chatman defines the career author as “the subset of features shared by all the implied authors (…) of 

the narrative texts bearing the name of the same real author. The real author’s name, then, can be 

understood as the signifier of a certain constancy or common denominator of method among the 

implied authors of the various works” (88). Pop music’s Romantic discourse of self expression is then 

the negation of this distinction between the career author/implied author and the real author. 

The double address in popular music and music videos does not only position the pop artists as 

both author and performer (in contrast to cinema in which these roles are divided between the director 

and the actor respectively) but also foregrounds identity as role playing and as performance. The 

conventions of a particular musical genre play a significant role in the way identities are performed in 

that genre. Frith argues that an important difference in performance rules is the way the performer 

relates to the audience, to the song and to other performers (224-5). Paul Gilroy has made a similar 

argument with regard to black identity. He argues that the call and response rituals in black music—

which are, according to Frith, a characteristic of popular music in general—are one of those practices 

that produce ‘the imaginary effect of an internal racial core or essence’. This should not be confused 

with essentialism, however. Gilroy argues against both essentialism and radical constructivism in his 

concept of ‘anti-anti-essentialism’. The performance rituals of music offer a model where ‘identity can 

be understood neither as a fixed essence nor as a vague and utterly contingent construction to be 

reinvented by the will and whim of aesthetes, symbolists, and language gamers’ (102). Contrary to 

radical constructionist’s arguments about identity (i.e. anti-essentialists), Gilroy points out that identity 
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is experienced as ‘a coherent (if not always stable) self’. Yet, this does not refer to some fixed, racial 

essence but is an imaginary effect of social practices. Gilroy argues that music and its performance 

rituals provide a model in which black identity can be understood as ‘the outcome of practical activity: 

language, gesture, bodily significations, desires’ (102).22 So racialised subjectivity does not produce 

social practices but is the outcome of social practices. Judith Butler also argues that gender does not 

describe some pre-existing identity but that instead it is the outcome of performative acts (Gender

Trouble; Bodies that Matter). Gender is produced by the compulsory repetition of social norms and 

therefore performativity has a historical dimension; it is not a role one can freely choose. However, 

Butler concludes that change and subversion are possible because the obligation to perform according 

to gender norms always falls short of expectations. One could argue that the youth cultures of the 

1950s and 1960s were considered scandalous mainly because social norms of white masculinity were 

transgressed by male youth who identified with the music of black artists.  

This youth rebellion should nonetheless not be understood in too radical terms since youth is 

traditionally the only age period where a certain playfulness concerning social roles is permitted. In his 

book Identity: Youth and Crisis the developmental psychologist Erik Erikson contends that youth is 

characterised by a normative identity crisis. He defines crisis as ‘a necessary turning point, a crucial 

moment, when development must move one way or another’ (16). This crisis leads youth to a search 

for an identity, something to have faith in and this can be a person or an idea that is conservative or, 

that, conversely, offers new revolutionary possibilities. This search is a form of social play, which, 

genetically, comes after childhood’s play.23 Erikson has introduced the terms experimentation and 

psychosocial moratorium to describe how youth is a life stage in which one can try out various social 

roles. Because youth is characterised by a delay of serious adult commitments young persons are 

permitted by society to experiment with different social roles. The psychosocial moratorium of youth 

is ‘characterised by a selective permissiveness on the part of society and of provocative playfulness on 

the part of youth’ (157). 24 Erikson even commented on the then contemporary baby boom generation 

as a new form of youthful experimentation that foregrounds its identity crisis and experiences a 

temporal confusion because they act as if they have no other future than the moratorium which they 

celebrate as a way of life. He also suggests that juvenile delinquency has served for quite some time as 

an institutionalised moratorium. These youthful rebels have adopted a ‘negative identity’, i.e. a role 

that is presented to him or her as being undesirable and dangerous, Erikson concludes.25 The rock 

culture of the 1960s can indeed be described as a rejection of the social roles regarding race, gender 

and class offered to them as good and desirable. Popular music offers, then, a cultural domain of youth 

where the ‘assignment’ of gender and race is less obligatory than in other cultural practices and where 

playing with social roles is more permitted.           

Nevertheless, popular music as ‘the voice of youth’ is also defined by its constraints of 

compulsory norms regarding race and gender.26 Restrictions in popular music with regard to gender 
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are culturally, socially, generically and historically determined. For example, in the 1960s girls were 

not permitted to be rebellious. They were much more compelled to live according to gender norms. 

Teenybopper music constructed this norm as well in its discourse of romance where the girl was 

assumed to play a passive role. And while there was, in the 1950s and 1960s, a strict separation 

between the playfulness of youth and the serious commitment of adults, nowadays adults are also 

allowed to experiment with social roles. Musical genres have set up their own constraints regarding 

gender and ethnicity as well. For instance it has always been difficult for black artists to enter rock 

culture and articulate their rebellion.27 Similarly, homosexuals and white women are not allowed to 

adopt a rebellious position in the domain of hip-hop. The restrictions of the possibility of transgressing 

social norms also relate to the way in which youth in popular music and music videos constitute a 

domain of play and performance that is, in popular thought, distinguished from the serious domain of 

‘social reality’. While the distinction between playing social roles on and off stage is complex and 

falls outside the scope of this study, the assumed distinction between on and off stage does constitute 

two domains in which the possibilities of experimenting with social roles differ. Butler contends that 

the role playing off stage (in ‘real life’) is much more constrained and open to repression and 

punishment than performances that are framed as play and pretence (‘Performative Acts’ 410-1). The 

history of African-American performers provides ample illustrations of this point. While black people 

were allowed to perform on stage for a white audience, they were not permitted to sit beside those 

same white people in buses and restaurants. The reverse situation, where performances on stages are 

more constrained than performances off stage, is however also possible. For instance, while teenpop 

constitutes a domain in which young female artists have to walk the difficult, fine line between being a 

desirable heterosexual object while retaining the idea of innocence, off stage the teenybopper audience 

claims much more freedom in their assertive and even aggressive, threatening pursuit of their male 

idol.

In the following case studies several questions will be addressed. Firstly, I will enquire into 

the way performance rituals set up rules for authorship and role playing that are specific to a particular 

musical genre. Secondly, I will analyse how these rules connect historically to youth and, thirdly, to 

social norms regarding roles of gender and race. Fourthly, I will analyse how these rules are 

transferred to the medium of the music video. 

Permitted performativities: youth as a collective identity 

Music videos also construct youth as a collective identity. This group identity is established by the 

way music videos recreate the dialogic structures of musical performance. The interaction of musical 

performance produces, according to Gilroy and Frith, not only a sense of self but also a sense of a 

collective identity. Gilroy calls these structures antiphony (call and response), which invite the 
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audience’s active participation in the performance. For Gilroy they are a general characteristic of black 

music traditions that can be found in genres as divergent as hip-hop, reggae, the blues and spirituals 

(72-110). African-American music styles themselves can be traced back to African music traditions 

that rely on the ‘conversation’ between a rhythm and a counter rhythm, between the dancer and the 

drummer, between the solo singer and the ensemble. (Chernoff 55-7, 121-2, 144-5, 147-9, 162 and 

167). This mutual enactment ‘can serve as an ideal communicative situation even when the original 

makers of the music and its eventual consumers are separated in space and time or divided by the 

technologies of sound reproduction and the commodity form which their art has sought to resist’ 

(Gilroy 102-3). Gilroy’s examples indicate that the way in which these call and response structures of 

popular music create a collective identity amongst its participants is not restricted to youth. Not only a 

‘youth’ genre like hip-hop but also ‘adult’ genres like the spirituals or the blues are characterised by 

musical dialogue. Similarly, call and response techniques are not restricted to black music either. 

Phillip Tagg, for instance, argues that these techniques are a characteristic of European musical styles 

as well (289). Frith also argues that the musical interaction, from which a group identity evolves, can 

be found in white musical cultures and even with classical music. He mentions, for instance, the 

chamber music of the Yekkes (German-speaking Jews in Israel) (‘Music and Identity’111). Another 

example is white people’s appreciation of black music. Thus the way music creates a sense of 

collective identity, is not restricted to youth or black people. In this regard it seems quite difficult to 

ascertain what is being referred to when one talks about ‘youth music.’  

In traditional studies of youth sociology, music and style are seen as the reflection of a 

subculture’s values and ideas (the homology argument).28 One of the problems with this view, 

according to Frith, is the fact that it does not explain how music and style can travel and can be 

appreciated by people other than the group who originally produced it (‘Music and Identity’ 110-1). 

Indeed, there can be a contradiction between a particular musical style and the social background of its 

users that the theory of homology fails to address. For instance, music that is popular with a youth 

audience can have lyrics that are not about a youth experience at all.29 Instead of asking how music 

represents people, Frith then proposes the reverse question of how music creates people and how it 

produces ‘a web of identities’, ‘how it creates and constructs an experience—a musical experience, an 

aesthetic experience—that we can only make sense of by taking on both a subjective and a collective 

identity’ (‘Music and Identity’109). Popular music is, then, not ‘the voice of youth’ because they 

‘own’ the music but because it has provided, since the 1950s, a particular structure that organised 

youth, or, created a ‘web of identities’ under the name of youth. 

The organising principles of musical genre, i.e. the way it defines social relations, also 

structure music videos. Music videos create collective identities, imagine communities and define the 

limits of that group identity through mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. In this way, music videos 

make an important contribution to the subcultural identity of youth. This idea departs from traditional 
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accounts of the relation between the media industry and subcultures. This relation has mostly been 

described as an area of tension. Although the line between the two has always been blurred, most 

accounts focus on the problematic ways the local (the subculture) could gain access to the global (the 

media industry) or on how the media industry appropriated a subculture into mainstream culture by 

eliminating its subversive potential. Music videos are often the target of this criticism since they 

occupy a central role in the mainstream music industry. 

The so-called elimination of a subculture’s transgressions by mainstream culture has 

traditionally been analysed with the concept of ‘incorporation’. Dick Hebdige has used the concept in 

order to describe how dominant culture incorporates subcultural forms into its own system (Subculture

90-9). This either means the transformation of subcultural signs into commodities (the commercial 

form of incorporation) or the redefinition of deviant behaviour by dominant institutions such as the 

police, the media or the judiciary (the ideological form of incorporation). With regard to the 

commercial form of incorporation, Hebdige argues—and on this point I agree with him—that this does 

not mean that subcultures were completely separated from or opposed to commodities and mass 

media, prior to the incorporation. Although commodities might be criticized by subcultures and 

acquire alternative uses and meanings, it is indeed problematic to make a strict separation between 

commercial exploitation versus the creativity and originality of an authentic, underground youth 

subculture. The ideological form of incorporation functions, according to Hebdige as follows. He 

starts his argument by describing subcultures as collectivities that break rules concerning the way the 

social world is organised and experienced: ‘spectacular subcultures express forbidden contents 

(consciousness of class, consciousness of difference) in forbidden forms (transgressions of sartorial 

and behavioural codes, law breaking, etc.)’ (91-2). Then he describes the beginning of incorporation as 

the way in which the emergence of a subculture is always accompanied by stories of moral panic and 

hysteria in the press that ‘invariably ends with the simultaneous diffusion and defusion of the 

subcultural style’ (93). This defusion refers to a process of recuperation in which mass media put a 

subculture in the context of a dominant framework of meaning. In this way the fractured social order is 

restored. He distinguishes between two forms of ideological incorporation, which are based on 

Barthes’ argument that within the meta-language of bourgeois mythology one is unable to imagine the 

threat of the Other.  There are two strategies to deal with this threat. The threat can be defused either 

by trivialising it (‘these are actually normal kids’) or by transforming it into an exotic object (‘these 

are folk devils’).  

I do not agree with Hebdige’s analysis of incorporation because it ignores the various ways in 

which media are implicated in the construction of a subculture’s identity. Instead of depending on 

some obscure underground existence in social reality, the authenticity of youth’s rebellion actually 

depends on the moral panic discourses about subcultures because they offer youth the desirable role of 

provocateur and troublemaker. The mass media that report from the ‘adult’ or ‘outsiders’ point of 
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view, i.e. the tabloids, newspapers, television news programmes and talk shows, present a subculture 

as ‘folk devils’; yet, these moral panic stories do not defuse the subversion of subcultures, they 

(following Grossberg) politicise youth or make youth subversive behind its back and contribute to 

youth’s collective identity as a rebellious underground. Sarah Thornton makes a similar argument with 

regard to British club cultures. She persuasively argues that ‘derogatory media coverage is not the 

verdict but the essence of their [the subculture’s] resistance’ (137).  

Since rebellion and provocation makes a youth culture desirable for teenage consumers, one 

can understand that moral panic can be, from a commercial point of view, quite lucrative. For 

Hebdige, commercial and ideological incorporation are difficult to separate; the transformation of 

subcultural signs into commodities almost always necessarily involves some sort of ideological 

incorporation as well. In my view this is not how capitalism works. Commercial businesses like the 

music industry are primarily interested in making profit and if a particular style sells well, they are not 

interested whether that style may possibly subvert social norms or not. Indeed, a public scandal often 

proves to be very good for business. Doherty describes how the controversy surrounding the teenpic 

BLACKBOARD JUNGLE helped to make the film a box office hit and how this was not lost on 

exploitation moviemakers (75-6). Thornton also points out that subcultural media often use moral 

panic as a marketing strategy. She names Rolling Stone promoter Andrew Loog Oldman and the Sex 

Pistols’ manager Norman McLaren as early examples of people who have actively presented these 

groups as outrageous and scandalous (136). Of course, this business ‘strategy’ is something that had to 

be learned. For instance, Grace Palladino contends that in the early 1950s, dominant norms about how 

teenagers should behave made it initially difficult for the teenage market to grow. Industry people 

simply shunned the youth market because, from a commercial perspective, they considered youth to be 

a cultural minefield (113). The history of the youth market proved them right. Indeed, the marketing of 

rebellious youth cultures often means walking the fine line between what is and what is not 

permissible. While youth’s subversions can make a lot of profit, they also sometimes risk being so 

controversial that criticism from outside (e.g. politics, pressure groups, public opinion, moral 

guardians) makes it ultimately impossible to do business from a moral, political and eventually 

commercial standpoint. Doherty describes how the screenings of the teenpic ROCK AROUND THE 

CLOCK (1956) were often accompanied by incidents of teenage violence and riots, both in the U.S.A 

and Europe. American exhibitors were therefore in a Catch-22 situation. On the one hand they wanted 

teenage dollars and on the other hand, they not only feared the teenage violence but also the criticism 

of local law enforcement, newspaper editors and civic groups (75-83). A more recent example is major 

record label Warner Brothers who eventually broke their contract with Ice-T after his song ‘Cop 

Killer’ elicited so much controversy that it was no longer profitable for them to be associated with the 

rapper. So the fact that a subcultural style enters mainstream mass media does not necessarily lead to a 

disqualification of its subversive force, although it does not exclude it either. It is probably true that 

the lines of what is and what is not permitted in the mainstream are differently situated in comparison 
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with local styles and media. However, this does not automatically mean that the subcultural styles in 

the mainstream are defused or incorporated by the status quo. Most often, a subculture’s rebellious 

identity is actually a result of its entrance into mainstream media. 

Thornton also points out another important aspect of the moral panic stories about youth 

cultures: they present youth as a public issue and disseminate its culture. ‘(…) Without tabloid 

intervention’, Thornton argues, ‘it is hard to imagine a British youth movement’ (132). Of course, this 

is also an effect of youth cultures that are presented on television in music programmes and music 

videos. Mass media such as records, radio, cinema and television have, historically, always presented 

a musical culture’s performance rules and rituals to audiences which were socially, geographically 

and/or historically remote from its practitioners. This is why the technology of recording, Frith argues, 

made it possible that black musical styles such as the blues or rock ‘n’ roll, which were so popular 

with white audiences, started to occupy a central place in Western popular culture. These technologies 

‘affected not just what sort of music people listened to (and listened to more and more after the First 

World War) but also how they listened to it (…)’ (‘Art versus Technology’ 269). Television 

contributed to this development as well. By portraying how people danced to a particular musical 

style, by depicting the artists in a certain relation to each other and to the audience in front of the 

camera and at home, by depicting the hair styles and type of clothes that were valued in a particular 

musical genre, television (and cinema also) have contributed to the dissemination and identity of youth 

cultures. Jon Hill argues, for instance, that in the 1950s, BBC’s Six-Five Special contributed to the 

growth of rock ‘n’ roll in the U.K., influenced record sales and offered a stepping stone for new artists. 

Most importantly, however, it was the audience in the studio that danced in front of the artists 

functioning as a guide for the latest dance styles, clothes and haircuts (60). Simon Reynolds offers an 

example from a completely different context, in the early 1990s. He describes how DJ Frankie Bones 

tried to introduce the acid house culture, which was such a huge success in the U.K., to New York by 

showing videos of English raves at his own parties in Brooklyn as ‘training films’ (144). Frith also 

contends that live audiences knew how to behave from music programmes on television such as 

American Bandstand, Top of the Pops and Soul Train that showed not only the performance but also 

the audience’s response (Performing Rites 225 and 331).  

Music videos are part of this history of audio-visual media’s re-articulation of performance 

conventions of popular music. Videos articulate the social relations that are produced by music and 

style. These relations between performer and audience, between singer and musician, between past 

and present identities, produce the collective identity of youth. How these relations are defined, 

however, varies per genre. For instance, the way a gothic audience participates in the musical 

performance is different from a teenpop audience’s behaviour. A hip-hop DJ relates differently to a 

song compared to a dance DJ. A duet in the R&B genre differs from the way two hip-hop artists rap 

together. An important element in the way a musical genre establishes these relations is its mode of 

address. The mode of address determines the quality of a musical genre’s dialogic relations. So hip-
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hop is defined by a confrontational, competitive address that is grounded in insult rituals. Teenpop, by 

contrast, is defined by either a romantic address or an address of fun due to the dominance of love 

songs and songs that celebrate parties. DJ videos, finally, have an anonymous address because the DJ 

is often either not present or merely a figure in the background. These modes of address play an 

important role in the way music videos create both the individual and the collective identity of youth.

Music videos’ mode of address establishes various levels of relations. Earlier, I described how 

music videos have adopted pop music’s double address. Another characteristic of pop songs’ mode of 

address is the way it relies on the use of shifters. A ‘shifter’ is a term from linguistics that refers to the 

use of pronouns. Pronouns like ‘I’ and ‘you’ are shifters because they change reference and meaning 

according to who uses it. In pop songs where an ‘I’ addresses a ‘you’, various identifications are 

possible. The listener can identify with various meanings of ‘you’, adopt the position of ‘I’ or not 

identify with either position and hear the song as, for example, an overheard conversation (Frith, 

Performing Rites 183-4). Alan Durant has distinguished four ways in which the ‘you’ in a popular 

song can engage the listener (201-206). Firstly, the ‘you’ can address the listener/viewer as one 

specified individual. In music videos this means that there is a person within the video’s diegesis that 

figures as the addressee of the song. Secondly, ‘you’ can address any single listener/viewer: here it is 

the viewer at home who is addressed. The second mode of address easily passes over to the third way 

in which the ‘you’ can address a universal listener/viewer. The fourth way the ‘you’ can engage a 

listener is through a reversal of positions in which the listener/viewer identifies with ‘I’ and can 

imagine a ‘you’ as in any of the distinctions above or the listener/viewer can imagine an addressee 

from their own life. With regard to music videos, this refers to the ways in which the audience is often 

(mostly) depicted as performer.  

In the case studies, then, the following questions will be addressed. Firstly, I will enquire into 

the historical relation between ‘youth’ and a particular musical genre (i.e. hip-hop, teenpop and 

electronic dance music). This question will be analysed in the first paragraph of each case study. 

Secondly, I will analyse how the performance rituals of musical genres create collective identities and, 

thirdly, how these collective identities are articulated in music videos.       

In the parameters I have focused mostly on the ways in which popular music produces youth since this 

study is based on the premise that music videos are derived from pop songs. An important element of 

popular music is, I argued, the way it is structured according to musical dialogues between artists, 

between artists and audience, between audience members, etc… Of course, these dialogues do not 

only refer to relations between persons but also to relations between other stylistic aspects like guitar 

riffs, melody, hairstyle, colour, rhythm, samples, clothes, etc… The medium of music video also 

makes its own aesthetic contribution to this because it uses elements which are specific to its own 

medium (e.g. editing, cinematography) in order to contribute to the way musical genres set up 
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relations. Here I follow Carol Vernallis who argues that generally music videos ‘foreground a play of 

relations among figures’ (18). The relations between non-human elements like clothing, lights, props, 

harmony and rhythm resemble, according to Vernallis, interpersonal relations: ‘Music, image, and text 

could be described as existing in a relationship similar to those that people have. Almost any kind of 

transference or projection among people or within the psyche seems possible’ (186). Moreover, these 

relations between image, words and sound ‘can seem to enter into conversation with one another’ 

(192).

 Vernallis has made an extensive inventory and analysis of the aesthetics in music videos in her 

book Experiencing Music Video: Aesthetics and Cultural Context. Music videos can be divided into 

three media: sound, image and words (lyrics). The first two consist themselves of many elements. The 

music has many features that can be taken up by the image: motives, hooks, contour, timbre, texture, 

instrumentation, arrangement, rhythm and harmony. The image can respond to these musical elements 

in a variety of ways. The performers, the background figures, dance, the mise-en-scene (settings, props 

and costumes), colour, texture and editing can all translate any aspect of the music. Finally, the lyrics 

also interact with the sound and image. The importance of all these aesthetic properties reflects the 

multimedial status of music videos.30 Vernallis’ argument is based on the premise that music videos 

derive from the pop song. So as a starting point the music occupies an authoritative position. The 

image can visualise the music in many ways. Indeed, what makes music videos different from other 

genres (movies for instance) is the sense that anything can happen and any visual element can come to 

the fore or recede in the background; ‘(…) no single element is allowed to predominate’ (xi). 

Similarly, ‘music and image seem to color words, and vice versa’ (155). Still, even though the music 

comes first ‘sometimes the image in music videos can seem to boss around the song’ (195). Image, 

sound and text therefore relate to each other in a continuum ranging from conformance to complement 

to contest.31

So to summarise, in this study youth is understood as a convergence of particular social and historical 

relations (youth’s parameters), popular media (music videos) and the performance rules of popular 

music. Youth is produced by three parameters: the temporalities of youth and the two forms of youth 

as permitted performativities (youth as an individual and a collective identity). These parameters are 

each derived from traditional meanings of youth: youth as a generation and particular experiences of 

time, youth as a psychosocial period (individual identity) and youth as a subculture (as a collective 

identity). The following case studies will analyse how the genres hip-hop, teenpop and electronic 

dance music each have different investments in youth. In the first paragraph of each case study I will 

give a general analysis of the historical and cultural relations between youth and that particular genre 

of popular music. In the subsequent paragraphs I will analyse how the three parameters, the 



Introduction 

35

temporalities of youth and the two forms of permitted performativities respectively, construct youth in 

music videos.  
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Hip-hop Youth

There are scores of stories that illustrate hip-hop’s essential mutability. They are literary, cinematic, fashionable, 

and political in ways that have nothing to do with black nationalism, for hip-hop is the ultimate capitalist tool. 

Nelson George (Hip Hop America 156) 

Why don’t some people like rap? It’s too black for some people and too noisy for others. It’s like the first wave 

of rock ‘n’ roll or like heavy metal today…It just so happens that the best rap music is probably the most 

offensive to adults, especially black adults. Rap reminds them of the corner, and they want to be as far away 

from that as possible. 

Russel Simmons (qtd. In Forman 127) 

I think I’m gonna try this white thing for a while, see how it works out. 

Eminem (xi) 

Within the domain of hip-hop black artists could, for the first time, successfully appropriate ‘youth’ 

and articulate youth rebellion. Hip-hop is perhaps the first musical genre in which black artists could 

occupy a dominant position in mainstream culture, i.e. cross over to a white audience, while 

simultaneously criticizing and openly rebelling against racism and white domination. This 

development is significant and crucial for the way black artists have been, for the first time, associated 

with youth rebellion. The various youth cultures of the 1960s and 1970s all produced the idea of 

‘youth’ as white male rebellion. Therefore the emergence of the black youth rebellion of hip-hop in 

the 1980s indicated a significant shift in the definition of ‘youth.’ This chapter will inquire into this 

shift and into the ways hip-hop youth is articulated in music videos of the late 1990s.  

With ‘hip-hop youth’ I mean a youth culture that is a mainstream, mass mediated 

phenomenon. Like rock, hip-hop has traditionally been defined as an underground subculture that 

articulates an anti-status quo, anti-mainstream position. Although this image indicates the way hip-hop 

ideology is structured, it ignores the central place of the genre in mass media. Hip-hop is a main force 

in globally operating leisure industries and has crossed over to other markets such as fashion, 

commercials, sports, cinema and drinks. For example, fashion labels such as Adidas sneakers, Tommy 

Hilfiger clothes and Timberland boots gained a hip-hop image due to their popularity in this youth 

culture. Hip-hop producer Russel Simmons and rappers such as Puff Daddy, Outkast, Jay-Z and the 

Wu-Tang Clan have successfully launched their own hip-hop clothing lines. Hip-hop has also been 

associated with basketball. The crossover of hip-hop into cinema has been more difficult in the sense 

that the culture has not been able until now to occupy a central or dominant position in Hollywood. 
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For example, the commercial success of Spike Lee movies and ghetto pictures such as MENACE II

SOCIETY and NEW JACK CITY turned out to be short-lived. However, hip-hop music is often used in 

soundtracks and, more importantly, many hip-hop artists have had alternative, successful careers as 

actors such as LL Cool J, DMX, Ice-Cube and Queen Latifah. Finally, hip-hop artists often perform in 

commercials for the above mentioned commodities.1

Within hip-hop youth, music videos take a central place. The visual identity of the youth 

culture is a direct result of hip-hop videos’ imagery: the image of the posse, the ghetto, the posh villa, 

the hustler and the pimp, the confrontational address and the male black body have all become part of 

the mythical iconography of hip-hop. Black video directors such as Paul Hunter and Hype Williams 

gave hip-hop videos a distinct look. Popular hip-hop shows emerged such as MTV’s Yo, MTV’s Raps!

and BET’s Rap City. Since the mid 1980s, the production of hip-hop videos has been booming 

(George, Hip hop America 97-103; see also Rose 9-20). In the late 1990s, music television channels 

were dominated by hip-hop videos. Hip-hop videos are therefore an important site where hip-hop 

youth is constructed. After I have analysed the historical specificity of black hip-hop artists’ entrance 

into the domain of ‘youth’, I will analyse how the general parameters of ‘youth’ are specifically 

located in the constituency of hip-hop youth and hip-hop videos. 

Black artists and ‘youth’: hip-hop youth 
Through hip-hop, black artists could for the first time successfully articulate black rebellion within the 

domain of ‘youth’. Hip-hop youth is a mainstream mass media phenomenon that articulates black 

rebellion against racism, white domination and white figures of authority. Hip-hop artists can 

transgress social norms and experiment with social roles by means of a provocative playfulness that 

appeals to both black and white audiences. The entrance of black hip-hop artists into the domain of 

‘youth’ can be explained by a complexity of reasons. Hip-hop can be called the first musical genre 

where black artists could successfully appropriate ‘youth’, in contrast to earlier black musical genres. 

Even though black artists had been part of youth cultures since the 1950s, they were themselves never 

really associated with ‘youth’. Not only did they have less access to mass media but black artists were 

also not permitted to experiment with social roles. Conversely, hip-hop managed to cross over to the 

white, mainstream market not through the strategy of assimilation but through provocation, an 

aggressive loudness and other youthful provocations. Hip-hop offered a form of black youth rebellion 

that appeared more authentic in comparison with rock music’s rebellion. Plus, the fact that what made 

hip-hop authentic—its black rebellion—was also the reason why it was more difficult for white artists 

to appropriate it. In this paragraph I will analyse in more detail black artists’ fresh contact with 

‘youth’.    
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Although many black R&B artists of the 1950s and 1960s were popular with both black and 

white audiences, they did not seem to represent a youth culture such as their white colleagues did.2

Black artists were less associated with ‘youth’ despite their indisputable presence within youth culture. 

It goes without saying that the history of post-war youth cultures cannot be disentangled from the 

important contributions made by black artists from genres such as the blues, rock ‘n’ roll, soul and 

black pop (i.e. doo wop, girl groups and Motown). Black music has been important for the way white 

artists articulated youth identities. Yet, despite the central role of black music in post-war youth 

cultures, black artists themselves have remained invisible in relation to ‘youth’. The youth rebellions 

of the 1950s and 1960s referred to a generational gap between white youth and their parents, rather 

than between black youth and black adults. While white artists’ performances were considered to be 

an expression of their youth identity, black artists’ performances were understood in terms of their 

racial identity, irrespective of age. This invisibility of black artists in terms of ‘youth’ can be explained 

by several, interrelated reasons.   

Since youth was a mass mediated phenomenon, black artists were less visible in terms of 

‘youth’ because they appeared less frequently in mainstream media. Brian Ward’s rich and detailed 

historical study Just My Soul Responding: Rhythm and Blues, black consciousness and race relations

describes how black artists in the post-war years continually struggled to gain access to the white 

mainstream market and in this they were sometimes successful.. It is true that because of the 

popularity of black music genres such as rock ‘n’ roll, R&B and soul with white audiences, black 

artists had more access to mass media. For example, in the mid 1950s, the popularity of Elvis Presley 

and the fact that white artists frequently covered black hits helped many black artists such as Little 

Richard and Screaming Jay Hawkins to reach a larger market. In the mid 1960s, British groups (in 

contrast to many white American performers) such as the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and the Animals 

publicly credited the black R&B music on which their music was based and this led to a wider 

recognition of black artists such as Chuck Berry and Muddy Waters (Ward 44-5, 135 and 175). 

However, racist policies were still widely held in the media industries and when black artists did enter 

the mainstream—on national television for example—they were certainly not allowed to voice racial 

or social comment. Black artists’ entrance in the mainstream market was therefore still severely 

limited in comparison to the media appearances of white artists, notwithstanding many black artists’ 

continuous efforts to cross over into the American mainstream market and get out of the marginalised 

black market.  

In contrast to general optimism in the early 1960s concerning integration, in the mid to late 

1960s many black people in the United States became frustrated and disillusioned about the limited 

progress which the civil rights movement had been able to accomplish and about the continued racism 

and white resistance to the freedom struggle. These sentiments led to a new black assertiveness and an 

increased focus on black nationalism instead of integration. Brian Ward argues that black audiences 

moved away from the mainstream by rejecting white music and embracing black soul music (183). In 
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this period of the black power movement, the relation between white media control, capitalism and 

institutionalised racism were subject of heated debates and the integrationist strategy of the black 

record label Motown was criticized in that context. Motown was one of the few black businesses that 

succeeded in reaching the mainstream market. For example Motown artists such as Marvin Gaye and 

Diana Ross were frequent guests on the Ed Sullivan Show and the Dinah Shore Show. Motown also 

had close connections with NBC and Coca-Cola. Because of its involvement with white corporations 

there was a time when Motown even received death threats from black militants (Ward 398). This 

black militancy even led, in some cases, such as that of the record label Stax, to a re-segregation 

because ‘record companies, anxious to appear sensitive to black demands for more control over the 

production and dissemination of black music, began to organise separate black subsidiaries, and 

separate black promotional and distribution departments to supply black products to black retail and 

broadcasting outlets’ (Ward 436). Although the majority of black companies such as Motown and 

artists such as James Brown were mostly subordinating ideals of black capitalism and black 

emancipation to that of economic profit, the black militant’s striving for black capitalism does indicate 

an important element in black consciousness of the late 1960s. Significantly, the Black Power 

movement was one of the inspirational sources for hip-hop artists. Radical artists such as the Last 

Poets and Gil Scott-Heron—who are also frequently called predecessors of rap music—were part of 

the Black Aesthetic movement and they adopted an explicit anti-media, technophobic stance favouring 

a pre-modern, African oral tradition (Decker 102-3). The famous lines of political singer Gil Scott-

Heron articulated a rejection of commodity culture and mass media: ‘the revolution will not be 

televised, will not be televised, will not be televised; the revolution will be no re-run brothers; the 

revolution will be live.’ The marginal position of black artists in mainstream media contributed to their 

‘marginal’ position within the international mass market of youth culture.    

On top of this, black artists were also less associated with youth because black music of the 

1950s and 1960s simply did not represent a generational divide between black youth and their parents. 

Whereas rock was considered as a way for white youth to rebel against parent culture, this was not the 

case with black R&B. Nelson George argues that in the 1960s black music had a cross-generational 

appeal  (‘black music had been a family affair’); the black music market was not fragmented by age 

(Death of Rhythm and Blues 153). Ward makes a similar claim: ‘Although blacks in their late teens 

and early twenties were usually the heaviest purchasers of records, until the mid-to-late 1970s 

generational and even class differences in musical tastes appear to have been much less pronounced in 

the black community than they were among whites’ (9).  

More importantly, in the 1950s and 1960s black artists were not permitted to experiment with 

social roles. There are several reasons for this. In the first place, white youth’s rebellion was defined 

by their celebration of a romantic, archetypal view of black music; black artists could therefore only 

gain popularity with a white youth audience if they enacted what that audience considered to be 

authentic blackness. Many white artists who had a sincere and passionate admiration for black music 
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nevertheless did not show a real comprehension for or interest in the subtleties in black artists’ 

performances and actually perpetuated racial stereotypes. Bernard Gendron argues that Jerry Lee 

Lewis’ mythological rock ‘n’ roll classic ‘Whole Lotta Shakin’ Going On’ (and similar examples of 

white rock ‘n’ roll) is actually a caricature of black blues. This caricature consisted of a white clichéd 

understanding of black culture as ‘uninhibitedly crazy, brazenly sexual, and unapologetically vulgar’ 

that resulted, amongst others, in a musical style ‘speedier, more hectic, and more insistent’ than that of 

its black precursors’ (304, see also Ward 237-43). In a similar vein, Eric Lott has argued that this 

mechanism of white exaggeration of black culture is predominantly based on a white male fantasy that 

understands black masculinity as both a hyper virile sexuality and arrested adolescence (53). A similar 

argument can be made about white female artists. Ward names the example of Janis Joplin whose 

admiration for black blues singers such as Bessie Smith did not extend beyond a clichéd understanding 

of black femininity as passionate and hyper sexual (248). This white fantasy has a long history in 

America that can be traced back to blackface minstrelsy and coon songs. Rock ‘n’ roll was different in 

this respect—although it was anticipated by jazz—because its enactment of caricaturising black male 

sexuality was considered so scandalous by white adults that it became a form of white youth rebellion. 

In fact, rock ‘n’ roll’s association with white youth rebellion transformed the originally black R&B 

genre into a white genre. Within this scenario, the black male R&B artists who produced the music 

that white youth so admired, functioned as an ‘object of exchangeable desire’ and this function 

reveals, according to Lott that ‘dominant codes of masculinity in the United States was (and still is) 

partly negotiated through an imaginary black interlocutor’ (53).  

The result of rock ‘n’ roll’s popularity was that black performers were able to cross over to 

white audiences but only on the condition that they fulfilled the expectations of what whites 

considered to be ‘black authenticity.’ Thus rock ‘n’ roll was based on an unequal racial mirroring 

which Ward describes as white artists putting on blackface while black artists were putting on whitey, 

i.e. they performed in the way whites wanted blacks to act (244). Gendron describes how black rock 

‘n’ roll performers such as Chuck Berry, Little Richard and Ray Charles changed their styles when 

they started to play for white audiences. They went from singing less black to singing more black; they 

started to perform a caricature of singing in a black way. This meant that they abandoned their sedate 

performances in favour of an accelerated singing style combined with cries and guitar or piano 

‘acrobatics’ (Gendron 305). Johnny Otis put it like this: We found that if we played a blues or a very 

bluesy thing, we lost them [the white audience]. But when we played very spirited R and B things, we 

captured them. And when we did a caricature of rhythm and blues, we really got to them’ (qtd. in 

Ward 244). This requirement to enact what whites conceived as ‘black authenticity’ left little space for 

black artists themselves to experiment with social roles. This lack of space did not only refer to black 

artists’ change of style in order to be able to reach the lucrative market of white audiences. It also 

referred to the way white audiences made sense of black artists’ performances. The caricaturist 

perspective of white rock aficionado’s made it quite difficult for black artists who did experiment with 
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social roles to get recognition.3 The possible ironies and subtle hints that black artists were putting on 

a mask were simply lost on white audiences. Since black artists had to magnify their blackness in 

order to fulfil white youth’s celebration of black authenticity, black artists had little space to play with 

their racial identity or to cross racial boundaries in mainstream culture like white artists did with their 

racial identity—crossing dominant norms of what was considered appropriate white masculinity—

thereby articulating a youthful experimentation with identity. Therefore black artists could not be part 

of ‘youth’ even though they were part of its culture. They merely functioned as an authentication 

marker for the white male rebel.  

An important element in this history is the concept of authenticity in relation to black culture. 

This term has been celebrated by white youth cultures of the 1950s and 1960s as a valuable and 

positive characteristic of black culture in general and black music in particular. Behind the valorisation 

of black authenticity lies a genuine admiration of white people for black culture. Moreover, this 

interest for black culture has sometimes led to an increasing acceptance and integration of black 

people, to various forms of anti-racism and to actual support for and contributions to the civil rights 

movement. White folk singers such as Joan Baez, Bob Dylan and Peter, Paul and Mary in particular 

were actively involved as they joined marches, did benefit shows and spoke out on behalf of the 

Movement. However, the majority of white artists were less outspoken. Furthermore, Ward argues that 

even though white youth’s love and admiration for black music was sincere, it did not show a genuine 

understanding of or interest in the extent to which black music functioned as a means of surviving the 

desperation, poverty and abuses that racism inflicted on black people. White audiences also often 

ignored those subtle aspects of black artists’ performances that did not fit so easily into their concept 

of black authenticity. While both black and white people may have liked the same aspects of black 

music (its energy and passion and its suitability as dance music), black audiences did not mistake these 

performances for the totality of black existence. Black audiences understood that there was a whole 

range of other characteristics, sensibilities and experiences expressed in forms deemed less 

‘authentically black’ by white people, that should be included if one wanted to do justice to the 

complexity of the black human condition. White audiences, by contrast, tended to reduce black people 

to the narrow set of archetypal characteristics such as the physical, the emotional and the ecstatic. The 

attitude of white rock aficionados did not, in this respect, differ much from their parent culture’s racist 

prejudices they supposedly wanted to attack. The reasons why former white adults rejected rock ‘n’ 

roll were the same reasons why white youths loved it so much. Black culture was defined as a pre-

modern culture that was decried by racists and romanticised and celebrated by the rock (‘n’ roll) 

generation (Ward 12 and 237-52). In other words, while white youth’s celebration of black 

authenticity did provide increasing opportunities for black artists, it simultaneously functioned as a 

cultural straightjacket within which black artists had to perform.  

In the second place, if youth’s play refers, as Erikson argues, to a moratorium where serious 

adult commitments are delayed and youth’s provocative playfulness is allowed, black artists’ possible 
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rebellions against racist practices were not considered ‘play’ because it was echoed by the civil rights 

movement that articulated political goals that were deemed much too serious, much too adult, to be 

considered provocative playfulness. It is true that white rock artists’ performances also elicited many 

scandals, moral panic, and social upheaval, but their rebellion was nevertheless allowed, reluctantly, as 

a lucrative form of provocative playfulness. Black artists, by contrast, risked their careers if not their 

lives if they attacked the status quo. Indeed, in the 1950s and 1960s black people were still fighting for 

their civil rights and they were still not being recognised as ‘fully human’, let alone having the cultural 

space to experiment with social roles. This is why, as Ward persuasively argues, most black R&B 

artists actually eschewed explicit affiliations with the black political movements, reflecting ‘the 

existence of very real economic, personal, ideological, and even terroristic constraints’ (293). Most 

black artists thought it much safer not to comment on racist practices or on any political issue 

concerning equal rights for black people. The possible repercussions of political activism can be seen 

in the career of Harry Belafonte who was one of the few black artists who did play an active role in the 

Movement. Ward names a whole list of physical dangers (bomb threats, a tear-gas assault and Klan 

intimidations), verbal abuses and economic boycotts (being ‘blacklisted’ by Hollywood and corporate 

sponsors) Belafonte had to endure because of his political involvement. Yet the avoidance of many 

black artists of political issues did not only stem from a fear about one’s personal life (and that of 

one’s colleagues) but also from a fear of alienating white audiences. In their attempt to access the 

mainstream white market where the financial rewards were much higher, many black artists or, in 

most cases, their white and occasionally black (Motown’s Berry Gordy for instance) managers and 

label owners, were anxious to distance themselves from controversial, racial issues. In the early years 

of the Movement there was, nonetheless, a general white support for the civil rights movement’s 

demand for a legislation to protect the basic civil rights of black people. It remains therefore uncertain, 

according to Ward, whether this fear of alienating white audiences was justified (323-7).            

Where black artists in the 1950s and 1960s were invisible in terms of ‘youth’, the late 1960s 

and the 1970s marked a period of transition. Black artists started to explicitly voice their discontent 

and celebrate their racial identity—black pride—in songs and performances. The most well known 

example is James Brown. While he used to distance himself from political issues, from the mid 1960s 

Brown started to incorporate social commentary in songs such as ‘Don’t Be a Drop Out’ and ‘Say It 

Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud’. One reason for this change, according to Ward, was the music 

industry’s recognition that a politicisation of black music did not necessarily alienate white audiences. 

Indeed, many of the soul music that explicitly articulated a racial consciousness became crossover hits, 

i.e. reached the white mainstream market, in the early seventies. Another reason was a change in black 

mass consciousness after the failure of the civil rights movement in the late 1960s. Despite the 

political, economic and social gains of the Movement, institutionalised practices of racism persisted. 

This led to an increasing frustration of black audiences, artists and entrepreneurs and to a more active 

support for the black political struggle. This was such a dominant element in black mass consciousness 
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that from the artists’ point of view, the assertive articulation of a black identity was not only a matter 

of personal conviction but also of economic necessity. If one did not include racial and social 

commentary, one risked losing credibility and sales among black audiences. Soul artists were almost 

morally obliged to speak out against racism (Ward 361 and 388). However, this ‘rebellion’ of soul 

artists was still not associated with ‘youth’. Black artists’ performances still did not refer to ‘youth’ 

but rather to a black identity regardless of age. Ward describes how black people started to openly 

celebrate their own culture as a reaction to the failure of the civil rights movement. This led to a 

‘blackening’ of soul in the mid-to-late 1960s and to the emergence of the soul phenomenon, 

‘eventually encompassing most aspects of black life to become almost synonymous with “negritude”’ 

(182). So although soul music started to openly speak out against racism, it was not considered a form 

of youth rebellion but, instead, referred to black culture in general.  

Another important change in the 1970s consisted of the fact that black artists increasingly 

gained more access to the mainstream, white market. Ward argues that this was an effect of the 

growing corporatisation of the entertainment industry. In the 1970s only a few large companies, often 

called ‘the majors’, such as CBS, ABC, RCA, Capitol-Emi, Polydor, MCA and WEA, dominated the 

record industry. These big record companies started to realise—like Motown’s Berry Gordy already 

had 10 years earlier—that selling black music to the mainstream white market could be very lucrative. 

Moreover, changes in the entertainment industry such as globalisation and corporatisation made black 

music’s access to the white market an economic necessity. Although these developments made it 

easier for black artists to access the mainstream market, they were also pressured to cross over and 

assimilate to white tastes (Ward 419-24). The strategy of crossover or the lack thereof often referred to 

a division of black audiences with regard to class: while in the late 1970s and early 1980s, middle-

class black people preferred crossover artists such as Lionel Richie and Anita Baker, working-class 

black adults liked soul and funk music. The best example, though, of the pressure to cross over was, 

according to Ward, disco. Interestingly, disco’s audience was not defined in terms of class; disco was 

the first genre that represented a divide in the black market according to age. Disco attracted mostly a 

black youth audience—amongst other youth audiences—both working-class and middle-class (Ward 

427-8). However, disco had a problematic relation to ‘youth’. Disco’s focus on electronically 

produced music was opposed to rock music’s definitions of authenticity; disco’s origins as a gay 

subculture and its celebration of sexuality did not mix well with rock culture’s boasting heterosexual 

masculinity. Rock youth therefore passionately hated disco and rejected it, like teenpop, as their 

repudiated other.                           

In the 1980s, hip-hop was the first genre in which black artists could successfully appropriate youth 

rebellion, particularly because hip-hop provided a form of black youth subversion that was deemed 

more authentic than the rebellion of rock: since the late 1970s, rock was in a crisis and had lost its 
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credibility as a subversive force. Hip-hop’s subversion has mostly been described as a black youth 

rebellion against white domination and has been articulated in various contexts, including black 

nationalism (Public Enemy), Africentricity (X-Clan, Queen Latifah) and the ghetto experience 

(gangsta rap). Yet hip-hop’s aggressive loudness and apparent rebellion is not only produced by the 

positions that were taken in the content of the lyrics and the imagery of the videos, but it was also, or 

perhaps first and foremost, produced by the music’s aggressive, in-your-face address and its use of 

insult rituals. While rock’s rebellion had lost the cutting edge it had in the 1960s—but had regained  

through heavy metal in the 1980s and grunge in the 1990s—hip-hop provided a rebellion that 

produced a fresh cultural force and loudness. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, rock was in crisis on three levels. Firstly, the sales in the 

music industry decreased for the first time in twenty years, both in the United States and the United 

Kingdom (Frith, ‘Picking Up the Pieces’ 92). Secondly, it became increasingly apparent that rock 

culture, whose identity had been based on its anti-mainstream stance, had become a mainstream 

phenomenon. This undermined rock youth’s claim of being a subversive underground movement. 

Moreover, whereas rock used to be a loud and conspicuous force in the 1960s, its pervasive and 

central, taken-for-granted position within the mainstream, transformed rock, paradoxically, into a 

‘quiet’ and ‘invisible’ presence. Although this central position within mainstream media brought about 

a disillusion amongst rock fans concerning the subversive promise of rock which signalled a 

significant change in terms of the economic scale in which rock was sold, it actually merely displayed 

the extent to which rock youth had always been a commercial, mass mediated phenomenon. Thirdly, 

rock’s youth rebellion was also less credible because it had become an identity that could be 

appropriated by adults. The baby boom generation had become adult while still identifying with rock 

culture and its youth rebellion. The experimentation with social roles, the delay of adult commitments, 

the moratorium in short, now became something which adults desired and still identified with while 

they were simultaneously involved in very adult commitments. These adults are epitomised by what 

Naomi Klein has called the ‘rock-and-roll CEO’. This term refers to Virgin’s Richard Branson or 

Nike’s Phil Knight who run multi-million dollar conglomerates while still identifying themselves with 

rock youth’s rebellion (81). So the rebellion of rock no longer represented a negative identity because 

it was now a role deemed desirable. Therefore, even though rock’s image of youth rebellion was still 

pervasive, it had lost its particular force because it had lost its status of a negative identity. On the 

contrary, it was almost demanded from youth to be rebellious. Hence the baby boomers’ 

disappointment in generation X, which, they complained, had no ideals and no true political interests. 

Yet this identity of generation X cannot be disentangled from the fact that previous generations 

continued to identify themselves with youth rebellion. How can you rebel against your parents when 

your parents already occupy this rebel position? How can you be a credible rebel when rebelling has 

become the norm? Rock youth’s rebellion had lost its image of being a counter culture as a result of 
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which it was de-politicised although, as Grossberg argues, it never really had been truly, politically 

radical in the first place. 

Keir Keightley makes a similar argument with regard to rock. He argues that rock is a 

phenomenon of mass media: rock music has its origins not in an underground or subculture but origins 

that directly sprang from teenpop and top 40 hit music. It adopted the position of being an outsider and 

a critic of capitalism and the establishment, the latter epitomised by ‘adult’ culture. Despite being 

itself an integral part of that same mainstream consumer culture, rock produced youth as an imaginary 

community of subcultural outsiders that had a natural affinity with oppressed minority groups such as 

the working class and black people (Keightley 122-30). Grossberg argues that this identity of being an 

outsider was not so much an effect of rock’s involvement in political activities—although some groups 

were—but rather, the politicisation of rock was an effect of the attacks it received from public and 

institutional discourses and from domestic relationships. These attacks ‘recognised that, whatever else 

it was, rock was not “quiet”, aesthetically, culturally or socially, that its attempt to upset the 

consensual economy of cultural taste and pleasure had wider ramifications. (…) As a result, the rock 

formation found itself articulated outside the consensus in which it still located itself. We might say 

that rock was politicised behind its back’ (147-8). Grossberg suggests that rock youth adopted this 

position of the rebel not only because they believed in the things they fought for but also because ‘it 

was exciting, if not fun, to be placed—temporarily at least—in the position of troublemaker. It was a 

way for youth to assert its own place’ (148). Following Grossberg’s line of thought with regard to 

rock, I argue that the moral panic discourses and the attacks hip-hop received also politicised the 

culture behind its back. The scandals that hip-hop evoked and the attacks it received by institutions 

such as the government, the justice department and the Parents’ Music Resource Center (PMRC) 

underlined the force and loudness of hip-hop’s rebellion and provided this rebellion with an 

authenticity which rock had lost. The history of hip-hop has indeed been characterised by many 

controversies: the obscenity trial of 2 Live Crew, Bill Clinton’s criticism of Sister Souljah, the F.B.I. 

investigations of N.W.A.’s hit ‘Fuck tha Police’ and the controversy regarding Ice-T’s hit ‘Cop 

Killer’.4 The aesthetical, cultural and social loudness for which hip-hop was attacked, was then 

enthusiastically taken up by black and white youth audiences who were searching for the desirable 

‘negative identity’ of troublemaker. Like rock, hip-hop came to be articulated outside the mainstream 

while it was actually still located inside it.   

Hip-hop’s similarities with rock youth were exploited by producers and other people from 

the music industry in order to reach a white rock audience. Nelson George describes for instance how 

black hip-hop mogul Russel Simmons exploited hip-hop’s similarities with rock, i.e. its nonconformist 

attitude, and tried to sell Run DMC as a rock band. This was achieved through the production work of 

Rick Rubin, Simmons’ white business partner, who made hip-hop acts such as Run DMC and LL Cool 

J sound like rock music by adding heavy metal timbres to the beat (George, Hip Hop America 65-6, 

see also Forman 149-57). The success of this crossover strategy was proven with the enormous rap hit 
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‘Walk this Way’ by Run DMC and rock group Aerosmith. Furthermore, hip-hop artists have used 

samples from rock music since the genre’s origins and many hip-hop artists were in fact rock fans 

(Forman 154-5). Certainly, it is not necessarily hip-hop’s use of rock music that made the new genre 

appealing to a rock audience, although it does explain how its crossover appeal was exploited. Hip-

hop’s rebellion appealed to white audiences whether it was sampling rock, jazz (Gang Starr, a Tribe 

Called Quest), P-Funk (Snoop Dog) or any other musical source. It was first and foremost hip-hop’s 

aggressive and competitive mode of address and its use of insult rituals that produced the genre’s non-

conformist attitude. Moreover, as Forman argues, male hip-hop artists’ boasting, heterosexual 

hypermasculinity also answered white rock audiences’ expectations concerning youth rebellion and 

helped hip-hop to reach crossover success (156).  

The popularity of hip-hop with a white youth audience was probably also an important 

motive behind the moral panic concerning the new youth culture. These attacks on hip-hop signalled a 

continuity within the history of black music cultures and white youth. This history is characterised by 

a recurrent moral panic of white adults about white youth’s love for black music such as jazz and rock 

‘n’ roll because they feared a pejorative influence of black culture on white youth. A similar 

mechanism can be found in the hysteria concerning hip-hop’s assumed pejorative influence. Of 

interest in this respect is a comparison Rose makes between the attacks fans of black youth culture and 

white youth culture receive:  

The terms of the assault on rap music (…) are part of a long-standing sociologically based 

discourse that considers black influences a cultural threat to American society. Consequently, 

rappers, their fans, and black youth in general are constructed as coconspirators in the spread 

of black cultural influence. For the antirock organisations, heavy metal is a ‘threat to the fiber 

of American society,’ but the fans (e.g. ‘our children’) are victims of its influence. Unlike 

heavy metal’s victims, rap fans are the youngest representatives of a black presence whose 

cultural difference is perceived as an internal threat to America’s cultural development. They

victimise us (130).

For example, the PMRC’s action to label records with a warning sticker if it contains ‘explicit’ lyrics 

is aimed at protecting not black and white youths but ‘our’ youth—that is, white youth. Rap music 

might therefore be seen as representing a generational struggle between white youths who are fan of 

hip-hop and white adults who are outraged by hip-hop’s subversions although this generational divide 

does not  have anywhere near the same force and cultural implications of 1960s’ rock culture.  

Although white adults’ moral panic about white youths’ love for black music genres has a 

long-standing history, hip-hop also constituted a change in that history because white youths identified 

with hip-hop mainly as an audience, not as artists. In contrast to earlier genres such as jazz and rock 

‘n’ roll, white artists could not appropriate hip-hop as easily. Similarly, unlike rock ‘n’ roll in the 
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1950s and rock in the 1960s, hip-hop is not transformed into a ‘white’ genre. Although there are some 

white hip-hop artists such as the Beasty Boys, Vanilla Ice and Eminem, they remain exceptional cases 

and few in number, notwithstanding their huge commercial success. Indeed, white artists’ 

appropriation of hip-hop has been the subject of heated debates about cultural ownership and it is one 

of the few cultural domains where whiteness as a racial identity comes to the fore. While rock music 

was deemed subversive because white youths—white audiences and white artists—identified with 

black culture and thereby rebelled against dominant norms of white masculinity, the rebellion of hip-

hop refers first and foremost to black artists’ rebellion against white figures of authority. This explains 

why it is much more difficult for white artists to appropriate hip-hop. Since white artists always run 

the risk of being aligned with those people against which hip-hop rebels, i.e. the white oppressor, it is 

much more difficult for white artists to appropriate hip-hop youth rebellion.  

Hip-hop did not only refer to a struggle between white youth audiences and white adults, or 

to a struggle between black youths and white figures of authority, but also to a generational divide 

between black youths and black adults. Even though hip-hop did not represent a generational conflict 

in the way rock did in the 1960s, it nevertheless put forward some differences between black youths 

and adults although these differences were also drawn across lines of class. For example, George 

describes how in the early years of hip-hop there was a black generational difference between the 

young hip-hop artists and the black, adult, middle-class personnel of the music industry. The latter 

were only interested in artists such as Michael Jackson and Lionel Richie who crossed over by means 

of assimilation (Hip Hop America 57 and 59). Assimilation was, in the 1960s, often criticized as a 

strategy in which black people were renouncing their black heritage by aiming at the ‘white’ American 

Dream. The Black aesthetic movement was perhaps the clearest proponent of this position. This ‘black 

sell out’ clearly had a class aspect since assimilation was often the dream of upward mobility 

articulated by artists such as the Supremes. In the 1980s, the huge success of Michael Jackson and The 

Cosby Show seemed to indicate that assimilation was the only successful strategy for black artists to 

gain commercial success in a globally operating entertainment industry. Hip-hop, by contrast, clearly 

does not follow the strategy of assimilation in the way it puts forward black youth rebellion. Hip-hop 

is certainly a domain in which a young generation’s fresh contact consisted of an approach to 

technology, mass media and black identity that differed from the way previous black generations 

addressed those issues. 

While hip-hop artists often paid homage to black artists of the 1960s and 1970s by sampling 

their music, they adopted different strategies than had previous generations. For example, a politically 

oriented group such as Public Enemy were clearly inspired by the Black Power movement while they 

also adopted a different strategy. Hip-hop is not technophobic and does not reject mass media, unlike 

the Black Aesthetic movement. Hip-hop has never placed itself outside of or as a resistant force 

against consumer society. On the contrary, hip-hop has always used technology, commodities and 

media as a source for their music, style and youth rebellion: the experimentations with sound 
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technologies produce techniques such as scratching, sampling and break beats; music, speeches and 

other recorded sounds are used as sources for samples; cartoons, film genres such as kung-fu, gangster 

movies and blaxploitation are sources for artists’ names, clothing styles and rap lyrics; various 

commodities such as sneakers, cars, drinks and clothes are celebrated in rap lyrics. Chuck D’s famous 

line that hip-hop is blacks’ CNN stands in stark opposition with Gil Scott-Heron’s rejection of 

television (Decker 102-7). Hip-hop puts to the fore its interest in and ‘hijacking’ of ‘white’ technology 

and commodities. It thereby transgresses the romantic ideology of many white rock artists from the 

1960s who define black people as pre-modern. Hip-hop is indeed highly interested in media culture 

and the leisure industry.  

This interest in media culture does not mean that hip-hop artists gained access to mass media 

without a struggle. The case of MTV illustrates this. The first years of the music television channel, 

since its launch in 1981, were characterised by an almost exclusive focus on white artists and an 

exclusion of black artists. Protests about this policy and accusations of racism came from journalists, 

various people from the music industry and from artists such as Rick James and David Bowie. MTV 

defended their programming by referring to their format of rock music, which targeted white male 

rock audiences that were not interested in black music. However, MTV reluctantly began to include 

black artists with at first mainly appearances by crossover artists such as Michael Jackson and Lionel 

Richie. Interestingly, in the early 1980s music videos from black rap artists Run DMC and LL Cool J 

also appeared on MTV precisely because they better fitted the rock format as compared to an artist 

such as Jackson though many other hip-hop artists were nevertheless excluded (Forman 129 and 240). 

In 1988, however, MTV introduced the hip-hop show Yo! MTV Raps. The programme was a huge 

success and quickly changed from being scheduled weekly to being scheduled daily. Yo! MTV Raps

made important contributions to the popularity and dissemination of hip-hop culture. In the 1990s hip-

hop videos were increasingly shown outside the limits of a specialised programme such as Yo! MTV 

Raps and from the mid to late 1990s, hip-hop videos dominated music television channels and 

determined to a large extent the visual identity of hip-hop youth.   

This central place within mass media such as MTV also indicates another similarity between 

hip-hop and rock. Like rock, hip-hop is based on a constitutive paradox: it is a mass media 

phenomenon that masquerades as an underground culture that criticizes the status quo. Hip-hop started 

as a mass media phenomenon as early as the beginning of the 1980s (Rose 41) which makes the claim 

of hip-hop as a subculture that existed before it was diluted by mass media problematic. Indeed, there 

is nothing inherently subversive or anti-capitalist about hip-hop, despite the political positions that are 

sometimes articulated. Hip-hop did not start as a political movement; it started as music played at 

block parties in the New York Bronx in the 1970s. George also argues that the idea of hip-hop as a 

political movement is not accurate even though it did have a political impact. He argues that a group 

such as Public Enemy made politics cool and they made politics a commodity (Hip Hop America 154-

6). They also made politics non-serious play, despite the probably serious intentions of the artists. 
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Unlike soul music a decade earlier, hip-hop was not affiliated to a black political movement. Surely, 

many hip-hop artists have articulated their sympathy to and even membership to organisations such as 

the Nation of Islam and The Five Percenter theology; yet these organisations do not have the same 

wide impact that the civil rights movement and the Black Power movement had in the 1960s. Unlike 

the soul music of the 1960s, hip-hop was not associated with a movement that articulated aims and 

goals that were deemed truly serious and therefore ‘adult’. Like white youth cultures, hip-hop is about 

conspicuous consumption in its celebration of sneakers, cars, drinks and style products in general. 

Although rap artists often assign alternative meanings to commodities, which might imply criticism of 

capitalism, it is very problematic to locate hip-hop outside or in opposition to consumer culture and it 

is in this respect that hip-hop actually differs from rock culture. While the youth rebellion of rock 

artists often includes a rejection of mass media, capitalism and consumer society, hip-hop often flaunts 

its conspicuous consumption: hip-hop artists have always explicitly articulated their desire to gain 

access to mass media. While rock artists’ rebellion consisted of their rejection of the American Dream, 

hip-hop artists’ provocative celebration of wealth and commodities constitute their claim of being 

included in the American Dream. Nevertheless, hip-hop’s focus on conspicuous consumption does not 

exclude its claim of being an underground subculture. Successful rap artists still need to prove that 

they have remained loyal to the ‘streets’ and the ‘hoods’ where they came from. So even though the 

internal relations of rock youth and hip-hop youth may be different in some respects, both are a 

mainstream mass media formation that masquerades as an underground subculture. 

To summarise, in hip-hop, black artists could, for the first time, successfully articulate youth 

rebellion because of a complex of reasons. In the 1950s and 1960s, black artists were invisible in 

terms of ‘youth’ because they had less access to mass media and because they were not permitted to 

experiment with social roles. In those decades black music was considered to be expressive not of the 

identity of black youths but of black people from all generations. This changed in the 1970s when 

disco represented a generational divide within black audiences. Moreover, in the late 1970s rock music 

was in crisis: rock’s rebellion was no longer deemed credible. Hip-hop, by contrast, did offer a type of 

youth rebellion that was considered authentic. What made hip-hop’s rebellion authentic for a white 

rock audience, i.e. its black rebellion against white domination, was also the reason why it was now 

much more difficult for white artists to appropriate hip-hop. Hip-hop articulated fresh contact with the 

black musical and cultural heritage that differed from the approaches adopted by previous black 

generations. In this respect, hip-hop does not only refer to a generational struggle between white hip-

hop fans and white adults or between black youths and white figures of authority but also to a 

generational difference between black youths and black adults. More importantly, in hip-hop black 

artists were now permitted to experiment with social roles: hip-hop does not pose a serious political 

threat to the establishment and in this way hip-hop is similar to rock as they are both a mainstream, 

mass mediated phenomenon that masquerade as  underground subcultures.  
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So far I have argued the reasons why black artists occupied an invisible place in the domain of ‘youth’ 

and how hip-hop provided a cultural space in which black artist could, for the first time, articulate 

youth rebellion. Now I will look more closely at the ways in which the parameters of ‘youth’ are 

constructed in hip-hop videos.  

The temporalities of hip-hop youth 
In the previous paragraph I analysed the way in which the hip-hop generation can be characterised by 

fresh contact. Hip-hop is significant because it marked the first musical genre in which black artists 

could successfully enter the domain of ‘youth’ and openly articulate youth rebellion within the 

mainstream. This fresh contact was accompanied by a musical aesthetic, which had a new approach 

towards technology, vocal performance and articulating black identity. In this paragraph I will enquire 

into the way in which the three other temporalities of ‘youth’ are articulated in hip-hop youth and hip-

hop videos: firstly an imaginary future that is enacted in an eternal present of fun; secondly the 

temporality of fashion that corresponds to the function of repetition in black music traditions and ‘the 

cut’; thirdly the possible transgenerationality of hip-hop youth. 

 Like rock youth, hip-hop youth also celebrates in the eternal present of the music an imaginary 

future of fun. This temporality of fun is produced by party raps and by the many videos that depict 

hip-hop parties. The locale of these parties are depicted, for example, in the streets of ghetto 

neighbourhoods (Nelly’s COUNTRY GRAMMAR; Nas’ and Puff Daddy’s HATE ME NOW) or in wealthy 

places such as  posh villas, swimming pools or on yachts (Jay-Z’s BIG PIMPIN’). They can also take 

place in clubs (Wu-Tang Clan’s PINKY RING; Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg’s THE NEXT EPISODE), in 

private houses (Nelly’s E.I.; Outkast’s SOUTHERNPLAYALISTICADILLACMUZIC), on the beach (Da 

Brat’s WHAT U LIKE; Jay-Z and R.Kelly’s FIESTA) or in exotic places such as Hawaii (Snoop Dog’s 

CASSIDY) or Rio de Janeiro (Ja Rule’s HOLLA HOLLA). The decadence and hedonism in these videos 

often centre on the figure of the pimp. His lavish lifestyle has become synonymous with the posh hip-

hop party and it celebrates the wealth that makes a life outside the ghetto possible.  

The temporality of fun is also constructed in hip-hop’s celebration of marihuana. Hip-hop 

artists such as Cypress Hill and Snoop Dog glorify this drug in their raps. Cypress Hill’s DVD of their 

music videos is entitled Still Smokin’ and one of the most successful hip-hop concert tours of the 

millennium is called The Up in Smoke-Tour. Even though marihuana itself is not explicitly present in 

music videos, smoke and distorted imagery suggest a stoned state of mind. See for example Dr. Dre 

and Snoop Dog’s THE NEXT EPISODE, Coolio’s GANGSTA’S PARADISE and Cypress Hill’s ILLUSIONS

and BOOM BIDDY BYE BYE. The consumption of drugs in rock and hip-hop is an articulation of 

rebellion against the establishment that values responsibility and rational thought. However, drugs 

such as LSD, cocaine and heroine that were popular in rock culture, are not present in hip-hop’s 

ideology—at least not on the level of consumption. These drugs do refer, however, to another 
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subversive act, namely the selling of drugs. In social reality these illegal activities are a result of the 

complex social problems of black ghettos.5 In hip-hop’s mythology, however, they revolve around the 

mythical figure of the gangster, popularised by gangsta rap. The consumption of marihuana is one way 

to celebrate fun; another ‘route’ to fun is selling drugs and obtaining a lot of money in order to have 

more fun at posh parties. So drugs are not only fun in themselves but they are also a promise to the 

possibility of wealth, which allows even more decadent fun. Hip-hop is similar to rock in the former 

definition of fun but differs from it in the latter. A gangsta rapper such as Ice-T articulates a social 

criticism of this economy by indicating the corruption of police officers and the ultimate dead-end 

situation in the selling of drugs as seen in his videos of the late 1980s such as HIGH ROLLERS and I’M

YOUR PUSHER. Gangsta rap videos from the late 1990s, by contrast, do not explicitly refer to the 

illegal economy of drugs and, instead, focus on the posh life style of the gangster and the pimp.  

 Another difference between the temporality of rock youth and hip-hop youth is their 

definitions of an imaginary future. Rock youth’s rebellion of the 1960s consisted in their celebration of 

an imaginary future that was based on a white ideological construction of a mythical past of black 

culture. White youths associated black culture with the earthy, the raw, the body and the unmediated 

(Frith, Performing Rites 130-1). Because black artists were forced to ‘blacken up’, to sing black, they 

had little space to construct, within the domain of youth culture, their own imaginary future. In the 

1960s there were two options for black artists. They could either answer to white rock youth’s ideas 

about black authenticity which left little room for experimentation because this white understanding of 

black authenticity allowed for not much more than a caricatured enactment of blackness, or black 

artists could try to assimilate and fit into the white middle-class ideal imaginary future of the 

American Dream, as Motown artists did. Although this position did allow a crossing of class 

boundaries and enabled black artists to get rid of their age-old working-class identity, black rebellion 

or any social commentary on racial inequalities was not permitted. Within the domain of hip-hop 

youth, by contrast, there is much more space for black artists to fantasise about imaginary futures 

without being limited by the confining category of ‘black authenticity’ or assimilation. Hip-hop youth 

celebrates a variety of imaginary futures, ranging from the posh life of the pimp to cartoon worlds. 

Here I would like to focus on certain hip-hop videos that celebrate an imaginary future by 

appropriating two white film genres or film figures that are based on a white mythological past and 

future respectively: the western and the cowboy and the science fiction film and the android.   

Some hip-hop videos construct an imaginary future by appropriating imagery of a mythical 

white past. In WILD WILD WEST which is the title song of the movie that features Will Smith, Smith 

appropriates the macho identity of the cowboy in order to perform black masculinity. In the Fugees’ 

COWBOYS the genre of the western and more particularly the role of the outlaw is used to articulate 

hip-hop youth rebellion. The western is framed as an imaginative story because it is presented as a 

movie, which the three Fugees members watch in a modern cinema. So they watch themselves being 

dressed up as ‘urban desperados.’ Their laughter, fun and surprised reactions underline the fact that the 
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western provides an imaginary context for experimentation with roles that transgress historical racial 

boundaries. This transgression is not only framed as humorous but also echoes the way in which black 

ghetto youths are often considered as threatening and dangerous ‘urban desperados’ as well. 

Conversely, the video UGLY of white rapper Bubba Sparxx is set in today’s rural south of America 

where Sparxx and his black producer and friend Timbaland and other black men make a parody of 

contemporary cowboy life and of this type of white masculinity. Here the parody of the rural south is 

used in order to refer to Sparxx’s identity while simultaneously distancing himself from it and aligning 

himself with black hip-hop artists. Master P’s OOOHHHWEE is also a mild parody of contemporary 

rodeo culture. The video sets up a distinction between the black rappers who posses beautiful bodies, 

cars and women and the rodeo culture that is peopled by old white folks with corpulent bodies who 

apparently need lessons in matters of sex and fun. The rodeo culture is then used as a humorous 

background of Master P’s performance while it also contributes to that performance’s celebration of 

boasting masculinity. In SHE’S A B****, Missy Elliott transgresses boundaries of both gender and 

race, as she is dressed like a futuristic space cowboy. This image contributes to her rebellious, harsh 

identity of the bitch.     

Other videos are set in a futuristic space in which hip-hop artists are dressed like a cyborg or 

an alien, for example: Missy Elliot’s SHE’S A B****, TLC’s NO SCRUBS, Busta Rhymes and Janet 

Jackson’s WHAT’S IT GONNA BE and Nas’ NASTRADAMUS. Kodwo Eshun has analysed the use of 

science fiction imagery in black music in his book More Brilliant Than the Sun. Eshun uses Gilroy’s 

argument about the history of black people being characterised by rupture and change to suggest the 

idea that slavery and deportation can be compared with alien abduction. Since the days of slavery, 

Eshun argues, we have all been living in an alien society (192). Moreover, black people have been 

denied the status of being human for so long—in the 1960s they ‘still had to riot to be judged 

Enlightenment humans’—that ‘there’s this sense of the human as being a really pointless and 

treacherous category, a category which has never meant anything to African-Americans’ (193). This 

interpretation does have some accuracy, especially in relation to musical styles and artists before the 

1980s, such as George Clinton and Sun Ra (cf. Ward 353-8). However, it does not explain the 

temporality of ‘youth.’ Eshun’s explanation considers the science fiction images and sounds in black 

music as a symptom of their history of oppression and deportation. Yet, part of this history was the 

fact that during the youth cultures of the 1950s and 1960s, black artists were compelled to be what 

white people thought of as authentic blackness. By contrast, the fact that black hip-hop artists were 

allowed to experiment, within the mainstream, with social roles by appropriating identities that were 

not associated with a black mythical past, is actually an acknowledgement of black people as humans.6

Black hip-hop artists might still be associated with ‘arrested masculine adolescence’ (Lott 53), yes, but 

hip-hop youth does provide a domain in which black artists themselves can articulate identities which 

are not easily appropriated by white artists. In other words, within hip-hop youth, black artists can less 

easily become an object of the white imagination, because what hip-hop youth means is, precisely, ‘an 
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unlimited imagination as to what one might become’ (Erikson, Identity 129). It is true that this utopian 

aspect has always been part of black music but this black imagination always needed to be 

communicated in code so that the white oppressor would not understand.7 Hip-hop youth, however, 

offers a space where black people can imagine their own, inauthentic future openly within the 

mainstream.  

This position in the mainstream is explicitly celebrated in the video MO’ MONEY, MO’

PROBLEMS. Part of the celebratory video is set in a spacecraft where Mase and Puff Daddy do silly 

dances and making funny moves while they watch a screen where archival footage of a performing 

Notorious B.I.G., who was deceased at that time, is shown. The subject that is celebrated is the 

economic and cultural success stories of black people in arena’s that were traditionally dominated by 

whites. In this respect, the problems you get when you have a lot of money are irrelevant in 

comparison to the cultural progress and wealth that is acquired. The video celebrates four black heroes 

or success stories: Tiger Woods, impersonated by Puff Daddy, who is the first black golf champion; 

rapper Notorious B.I.G. who has acquired a mythological status within hip-hop; Diana Ross who is 

vocally present in a sample and whose success as a black female artist in the 1960s is perhaps 

unparalleled and Puff Daddy himself who is a very successful artist, producer and businessman.  

In the first chapter I also introduced another temporality of youth: the time experience of fashion. The 

temporality of fashion refers to the ways in which a particular musical culture values the new while 

this newness is inextricably related to the repetitive structures in the music and in the performance. 

These repetitions in popular music cannot be disentangled from the way repetition functions in black 

music traditions. In these traditions, James Snead argues, repetition is a constitutive force while 

novelty and the unexpected can be found in ‘the cut.’ The cut refers to those unpredictable moments in 

music and performance in which the repetitive structure is interrupted and starts again with an earlier 

part. The cut both incorporates accidents and underlines the repetition. In this respect the cut 

corresponds to the structure of the temporality of fashion, which is also simultaneously repetitive and 

unpredictable, serialised, and novel. Hip-hop’s value of novelty can be found in the way it understands 

originality. Tricia Rose names two forms of narrative originality in hip-hop: rapping and DJ-ing (86-

95). The cut or the temporality of fashion structures both forms and foregrounds the importance of 

rupture and breaks in hip-hop. Both rapping and DJ-ing foreground the technique of re-

contextualisation and re-appropriation. The originality of the rapper consists in creating new stories, 

which are all part of the identity and individuality of the rapper as author. Rose argues that rap’s 

obsession with self-naming and autobiographical narratives is a form of reinvention which can be 

considered a form of black intertextuality (36). Introducing themselves and their musical partners is 

very common, just as are stories in which rappers boast of their own capabilities and insult their 

opponent. Repetition and the cut can be found in the way rap artists structure the roles they enact.  
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In SHE’S A B****, Missy Elliott raps an autobiographical story in which she adopts the 

identity of the bitch. Her bitch identity is related to her star persona that we already know from earlier 

videos. She and her musical partner Timbaland became well-known for their highly syncopated 

rhythms. Missy Elliott’s rapping style also creates effects of rupture in the way ‘she specialises in 

stressing the odd syllables in a word’ (Eshun, ‘Visions of Rhythm’ 122).8 The repetition and rupture of 

the music is embodied in the video by Missy Elliott’s dance. Her uncontrolled and jerky dance 

movements contrast with the repetitive geometry of the neon lines of the space ship’s interior as if she 

were a spider—or perhaps an insect—in its web. Repetition and rupture can also be found in the 

performativity of the bitch identity itself. In the video Missy Elliott reinvents the bitch identity by 

adopting various roles: a space warrior, a car driver, a space cowboy, a monstrous alien. The name 

‘bitch’ is then repeated through variation, i.e. through the different roles that continuously reinvent 

Missy Elliott’s bitch identity. So the various roles of the space cowboy, the monstrous alien etc. 

provide ‘the cut’ in the recurring, repetitive performance of the bitch.   

In THE REAL SLIM SHADY Eminem’s identity is also narrated through the cut. The song 

consists of an 8 bar loop of a tune played by a harpsichord and a very low synthesiser. The kick is on 

the second and fourth beat but sometimes the kick is suspended or it makes a variation, for example a 

kick on the first and the second beat. This instance of the cut seems to be echoed by the imagery of the 

music video. The rap centres on the question of who the real Slim Shady is and Eminem’s claim that 

he is the real Slim Shady. The video is populated with men who imitate the Slim Shady character. 

Mental patients in a mental hospital all think they are Slim Shady and some of them are even look-a-

likes. In another scene Eminem alias his alter ego Slim Shady raps to an audience of his own look-a-

likes. Repetition is tripled in this scene. The audience of Slim Shady imitations foregrounds the 

repetitive beat of the music by bouncing their heads while the scene is mostly edited during the chorus, 

which is that part of the song which repeats the same lyrics. The recurrence of Eminem as the ‘first’ 

Slim Shady functions like a cut in which the line of imitation is stopped in order to return to a 

beginning of a previous part. 

Whereas rappers introduce new elements in their autobiographical stories, a second form of 

originality lies with the DJ and the producer and with their rearrangement of cultural formulas and 

themes by means of sampling. Rose makes a distinction between novelty in rapping and in sampling 

that she explains by the way the former is a literate form while the latter resembles originality in oral 

cultures.9 Sampling resembles narrative originality in oral culture where ‘formulas and themes are 

reshuffled rather than supplanted with new materials’ (Ong qtd. in Rose 88). According to Rose, the 

temporality of sampling is explained by Dick Hebdige’s notion of versioning. Versioning is a method 

of narrative reformulation that can be found in all African-American and Caribbean music. According 

to Hebdige, versioning is ‘an invocation of someone else’s voice to help you say what you want to say. 

In order to e-voke you have to be able to in-voke. And every time the other voice is borrowed in this 

way, it is turned away slightly from what it was the original author or singer or musician thought they 
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were saying, singing, playing. (…) The original version takes on a new life and a new meaning in a 

fresh context’ (Cut ‘n’ Mix 14). Subsequently, Rose gives her own version of Hebdige’s definition: 

‘The referenced version takes on alternative lives and alternative meanings in a fresh context’ (90). 

Sampling underlines the notion of circulation that Snead describes as follows: ‘In black culture, 

repetition means that the thing circulates (exactly in the manner of any flow, including capital flows) 

there in an equilibrium. In European culture, repetition must be seen to be not just circulation and flow 

but accumulation and growth. In black culture, the thing (the ritual, the dance, the beat) is “there for 

you to pick it up when you come back to get it”’ (67). So hip-hop youth’s valorisation of novelty with 

regard to sampling then refers to the way existing material is contextualised.    

One way of making an original contextualisation is in the choice of unexpected samples. Hip-

hop is well known for its pervasive use of samples from soul and funk artists such as James Brown 

and George Clinton in addition to other sources such as rock music and movie soundtracks. More 

unexpected are those choices of samples that seem to clash with hip-hop’s aggressive, heterosexual 

black masculinity. Jay-Z’s ‘A Hard Knock Life’ uses a sample from the musical ANNIE. The original 

context of the sample—little white girls singing about their difficult life in an orphanage—is 

transferred to the ghetto. On the one hand, the sample softens the usually harsh image of the ghetto 

and the macho black MC’s. It even, arguably, belittles the social problems of the ghetto since the 

sample makes it funny. This is also the result of the most outstanding feature of the music video, 

namely black children who playback the sample. On the other hand, the video gives a feeling of 

empowerment through the assertive performance of one black girl. While she playbacks she makes an 

assertive, jaunty performance in the way she constantly repeats a movement with her hand touching 

her shoulder. She is completely absorbed in her performance and doesn’t even take notice of Jay-Z 

touching her head. This performance is echoed by another shot that stands out. Here Jay-Z sits 

between two little girls who move to the music. Jay-Z looks at them amused when one girl suddenly 

pushes him. He laughs about it to someone out of frame. The originality of the song that lies in the 

unexpected choice of the sample is then mirrored in the video that re-contextualises the sample and 

thereby opens up a space in which a subjectivity which is rarely seen in rap videos of black girls 

asserting themselves and entering  into a dialogue with Jay-Z. Another unexpected sample can be 

found in Xzibit’s ‘Paparazzi’ that is based on a loop of Gabriel Fauré’s ‘Pavane.’ The sample is 

visualised in the clip by a small orchestra performing on a beach while Xzibit raps standing in front of 

them. The melancholic classical music seems to be echoed in the grainy image and the soft blue 

monochrome colours, which almost shade into black and white. The video suggests a story common in 

gangsta rap of black guys robbing a store. While this type of imagery usually contributes to the 

performance of subversive black masculinity, in PAPARAZZI the emotional quality of the colours and 

the music give the story a feeling of sadness, tragedy and inevitability.  

Another form of sampling is the break beat. This is a part in the music in which the melody 

and the singing is stopped and the underlying rhythm is foregrounded. These parts are often sampled 
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by DJ’s, and made into a loop that provides the basic structure of a new rap song. The break beats are 

another important example of ‘the cut’ and these are visualised in many ways. The most obvious way 

is by dancing, such as in the above mentioned SHE’S A B****. Another way in which the beats can be 

visualised is by lightning. See for example Cypress Hill’s (ROCK) SUPERSTAR and Outkast’s ROSA

PARKS. A beautiful example is Jay-Z’s JIGGA WHAT, JIGGA WHO. The video constructs a virtual world 

of syncopated rhythms through light stripes, light flickering and the sudden change to negative film 

stock that is juxtaposed with the fluent movements of light waves and slow motion. Editing is also a 

way in which the cut is translated into the video context. See for instance Juvenile’s BACK THAT 

THING UP, Michael Franti and Spearhead’s ROCK THE NATION and Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and MC Ren’s 

HELLO. In Jay-Z’s IS THAT YOUR CHICK? the breaks, ruptures and repetitions in the music are 

translated in the video through jump cuts, the alternation of fast and slow editing and the use of slow 

motion. It imitates scratching by rewinding and then again forwarding a shot. It is the performer who 

‘grounds’ the breaks and provides a sense of continuity.10

So far I have analysed the historical meaning of hip-hop generation’s fresh contact in the previous 

paragraph and, in this paragraph, the ways in which hip-hop videos construct the imaginary future of 

fun and the time experience of fashion. Yet at the end of the 1990s, there were at least two generations 

if not more who identified themselves with ‘the hip-hop generation’. Many hip-hop artists from the 

1980s such as Public Enemy still perform and make music although they no longer have the same 

mainstream success they had in the 1980s. There are, however, some artists who have managed to 

sustain long careers within the mainstream and who are still deemed authentic and credible: LL Cool 

J, the Beasty Boys, de la Soul, Dr. Dre, Ice Cube and, to a lesser extent, KRS-One. Run DMC had a 

comeback in the late 1990s, although this was short-lived. When hip-hop became increasingly popular 

in the early 1980s, there was indeed a ‘non-contemporaneity of the contemporaneus’ that reflected the 

new entrance of black artists into the domain of ‘youth.’ The hip-hop generation of that time 

experienced time differently from their elders, who still strongly identified with the freedom struggle 

and the civil rights movement of the 1960s. This difference between generations stands in contrast to 

the transgenerational phenomenon that hip-hop has become in the late 1990s. For example, the famous 

hip-hop call ‘do you know what time it is’, which seemed to be an unambiguous temporal identity 

marker for the hip-hop generation of the 1980s, has also been used by the hip-hop generation from the 

1990s. For example, in WRONG IDEA from 2000 Snoop Dogg raps ‘I want everybody to know what 

time it is.’ Another example is LL Cool J who had a battle with young rapper Canibus in 1997. The 

battle involved them both in the same narrative time line of who is the greatest MC ever. At the turn of 

the millennium, adult hip-hop artists still experience a similar temporality as do their younger 

colleagues from the late 1990s because they both identify with the a-historical temporality of ‘youth’ 

in general—the eternal present of fun and the temporality of fashion—and hip-hop youth in particular.  
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The transgenerational aspect of hip-hop is also foregrounded in the way adult rappers adopt 

youthful behaviour. The Beasty Boys excel in this. In their videos they display behaviour that is not 

expected from—and certainly not deemed suitable for—adults. In ALIVE they ride on miniscule 

scooters wearing fur suits that turn them into bright-coloured teddy bears. SABOTAGE,

INTERGALACTIC and BODY MOVIN’ are parodies of film and television genres which enable the 

Beasty Boys to display childish behaviour. The idea that adults have a lot of experience and therefore 

have something meaningful to say is completely subverted by the Beasty Boy’s silly actions and mere 

inanities that do not seem to be about anything. Another intergenerational moment can be found in 

GUILTY CONSCIENCE. The video shows three scenes in which a person is about to commit a crime: a 

black boy is about to rob a store; a white college boy plans to rape a girl; a black man is on the verge 

of killing his cheating wife. At these moments the image freezes and Dr. Dre and Eminem enter. Dr. 

Dre plays the good conscience and Eminem the bad conscience. Eminem, alias his psychopathic alter 

ego Slim Shady, only advises murder and violence. Dr. Dre voices the adult point of view of 

somebody who was once irresponsible but has since learned not to act on the impulse of the moment 

but to think about the future consequences. So initially the video sets up an intergenerational 

difference that is also mildly present in the mentor/student relation between Dr. Dre and Eminem. Yet, 

this difference is then subverted in the end when Dr. Dre gives in and advises Eminem to use his gun. 

The video ends, thus, with transgenerational behaviour of irresponsible violence. 

Yet, this transgenerational aspect has, perhaps, always been part of hip-hop. In the first place, 

hip-hop’s technique of sampling provides a technique through which collective identities are created 

between artists from the past and present. For instance, MO’ MONEY, MO’ PROBLEMS creates a 

transgenerational collectivity by uniting Mase, Puff Daddy, the Notorious B.I.G. and, through 

sampling, Diana Ross. In the second place, hip-hop has a history of educational rap in which hip-hop 

artists rebel against adult culture on the one hand, but, on the other hand, talk from a pedagogical point 

of view to a younger generation. In I CAN, for instance, Nas communicates the possibility of upward 

mobility to an audience of children with whom he sings the chorus. In between there are shots of texts 

that give educational advises such as ‘read’ and ‘listen.’ This educational relation between the rapper 

and the children has sometimes been constructed as a mediated one. In THE WORLD IS YOURS Nas 

raps to a television screen that shows a boy who looks directly at the camera. In other shots it is the 

boy that watches a television on which Nas raps to him. In HOT children also watch a television on 

which KRS-One, a famous representative of educational rap, offers them advice. Hip-hop’s adoption 

of a mature perspective can also be found in rock culture. Although rock youth rejects parental culture, 

they also reject the label of ‘the teenager’ because that does not connote the seriousness of rock’s anti-

establishment attitude (Keightley 123). That same seriousness can also be found in hip-hop. Yet, in 

contrast to rock, hip-hop’s seriousness sometimes leads to an educational address to those younger 

than ‘hip-hop youth’. Maybe it is this transgenerational aspect of hip-hop, already present since its 

emergence, which Grossberg refers to when he describes the hip-hop homeboy as ambiguously aged 
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(190). Or is it perhaps so that since adults can appropriate ‘youth’ as well, each new culture of youth 

rebellion—hip-hop, heavy metal, grunge, rave—is always already transgenerational?      

Hip-hop youth rebellion 
‘Youth’ is predominantly defined by white male rebellion because it is, historically, closely related to 

rock culture. Hip-hop introduced a significant change in this characterisation because it provided a 

domain in which black artists could openly articulate youth rebellion as well. Indeed, hip-hop youth is 

dominated by black male rebellion. One can distinguish three black male roles that dominate hip-hop 

of the mid to late 1990s: the pimp, the hustler and the gangster. There are, however, also other 

subjectivities that have successfully entered the domain of hip-hop youth. Black female artists such as 

Missy Elliott and Lil’ Kim have transformed the role of the bitch into an identity of black female 

youth rebellion while one white male artist, Eminem, has also managed to become a successful hip-

hop artist. He has used the figure of the psychopath in order to articulate white hip-hop youth 

rebellion.

Hip-hop youth rebellion is produced by an aggressive mode of address and by ‘battles’ 

between artists. These battles can be traced back to the black tradition of insult rituals such as ‘playing 

the dozens’, ‘signifying’, ‘talking shit’ and ‘toasting’ (Rose 55 and 85-96, see also Toop 29-34).11

These rituals are verbal contests in which one insults the other within the boundaries of specific 

formulas defined by formulaic patterns, rhyme and speech rhythm (Abrahams 211). ‘Playing the 

dozens’ is a verbal game in which one insults the adversary’s mother while ‘signifying’ is a game in 

which the opponent him or herself is insulted (Levine 346). In hip-hop a similar performance ritual 

takes place. Hip-hop relies on certain performance skills that are tested in competitions. These 

competitions or battles can be found both in DJ-ing, break dancing, graffiti and rapping. For example, 

in block parties DJs used to play records in competition with each other. Turntable-ism—the 

underground version of hip-hop DJ-ing—has actual championships. Rapping is, however, most similar 

to the insult game because it centres on the participants’ ability to use language creatively (being 

funny and original), musically (rhythmically and through rhyming) and promptly (improvising). 

Rapping, such as the insult ritual, is a training in verbal skills. Rappers often brag and boast about their 

own verbal mastery while they insult others. Insulting somebody in hip-hop is called ‘dissing’, which 

is hip-hop’s short term for disrespect. 12 These ‘disses’ are always accompanied by a confrontational, 

in-your-face address. Insults can be directed at others in general but also often at someone in 

particular. The history of hip-hop has known several battles between hip-hop artists. One of the 

earliest examples was the group U.T.F.O. who released their song ‘Roxanne Roxanne’ in 1984, which 

was answered by a 14-year old girl, Roxanne Shanté in her rap ‘Roxanne’s Revenge’. Then there was 

a response by another girl, ‘the Real Roxanne’ and U.T.F.O. finally received more than a  hundred 

responses (Saxon 84). Other famous rap battles are: LL Cool J versus Kool Moe Dee; N.W.A. versus 
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Ice Cube and Dr. Dre versus Eazy-E. In the late 1990s there were battles between Lil’ Kim versus 

Foxy Brown and Jay-Z versus Nas amongst others.13

Black male hip-hop youth rebellion: gangstas, hustlers and pimps 

Since the arrival of hip-hop youth, insult rituals have been mostly associated with youths. Earlier, 

however, opinions differed on the question of whether the ritual of insult was a domain of youth or 

not. Roger Abrahams (in a study of 1962) argues that the game of ‘playing the dozens’ functions as a 

rite of passage for working-class black male youth.14 In the transition from their life at home to the life 

outside, from being a boy to becoming a man, working-class black male youths have to reject the 

female world at home. The black family household is predominantly matriarchal because fathers are 

often absent. The young, black man’s process of disassociating himself from the parents is therefore 

primarily directed at the figure of the mother. In verbal games the rejection of the matriarchal rule is 

displaced by insulting the adversary’s mother. Insult rituals provide thus a training ground where black 

male youths can develop their verbal skills and assert a hypermasculinity in a mutual ‘exorcism’ of the 

mother (‘”Playing the Dozens”’ 209-15). Lawrence Levine, in his 1977 study, does not fully agree 

with Abraham’s analysis. He does however admit that Abrahams’ theory of the black male identity 

crisis cannot be completely dismissed: it explains the popularity of these rituals among male black 

adolescents. Moreover, the insults of the mother and the theme of maternal sexuality are indeed 

dominant in these stories. Yet, Levine still disagrees with Abrahams’ analysis because it does not 

explain why women and adults also play the dozens and why the father is often insulted as well. 

According to Levine, one of the functions of the insult rituals is a training in self-discipline. This was a 

necessary skill for survival because it was not safe for blacks to respond to the insults they constantly 

received from whites.15 Levine ends his argument, however, with the remark that in recent decades the 

ritual of insult has become a domain mainly exclusive to youth, which he explains by the fact that the 

opportunities for black adults to voice their discontent has increased (357-8).         

With regard to hip-hop, both Abrahams’ and Levine’s argument have some accuracy. On the 

one hand, Abraham’s Oedipal theory could explain the way hip-hop functions for black male working-

class youth. In gangsta rap, an important part of a rappers’ star identity is his (former) gang 

membership and his relation to his ‘homeys’, i.e. close friends.16 Black masculinity dominates in hip-

hop and is constructed in the world of the street and the gang where women are mostly absent and 

male bonding is celebrated. As in Abraham’s study, life at home is traded for the life of the streets. 

However, insulting somebody else’s mother does not occur often in hip-hop. Notwithstanding the 

absence of insults to the mother, misogyny does dominate in hip-hop generally, and in gangsta rap in 

particular. Lyrics of male rappers are often outspoken hate speech in their celebration of rape and 

violence against women and in their depiction of women as ‘bitches’, ‘hoes’ (i.e. whores) and ‘gold-

diggers’ who are only interested in the male artist’s money. The presence of bikini clad women who 

do pole dances and shake their behinds, has become one of the biggest clichés in rap videos of the late 
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1990s. The centre of this misogynist world is the pimp, the mythical figure who excels in his mastery 

of words, style and women. Snoop Dog’s CASSIDY, Jay-Z’s BIG PIMPIN’ and R.Kelly and Jay-Z’s 

FIESTA illustrate this. These videos border on pornography and some artists such as Snoop Dog have 

indeed made porn videos and movies.17 In these examples, Abraham’s analysis of the rejection of 

femininity in the ritual of insult seems accurate.  

On the other hand, Levine’s objections to Abraham’s explanation also seem accurate for hip-

hop. There are female rappers such as Queen Latifah, MC Lyte and Missy Elliott and, in the late 

1990s, adult hip-hop artists as well: Dr. Dre, LL Cool J, de la Soul and the Beasty Boys. Moreover, 

notwithstanding the dominance of misogyny in hip-hop, there are nonetheless many rap songs by male 

artists that are not sexist at all. Indeed, MC’s can tell stories from various perspectives, or, to put it in 

theoretical terms, they construct implied authors that greatly differ from each other, creating thereby 

an ambivalent career author. For example, while Tupac Shakur has many misogynist videos such as 

HOW DO YOU WANT IT, TO LIVE & DIE IN L.A. includes women who are not eroticised but who seem 

to be friends of Tupac and who are part of his celebration of L.A. as a peaceful community. 

Furthermore, although women are often depicted as sexual objects, they are also often present as 

subjects. Many female rappers have guest appearances in videos of male rappers where they voice a 

female point of view. The dialogic structure of hip-hop opens up the possibility of a female response. 

See for example Jay-Z’s CAN I GET A… and Puff Daddy’s P.E.2000. Another example is Mariah 

Carey’s video of the hip-hop remix of her song ‘Heartbreaker’. The song uses the melody of Snoop 

Dog’s ‘Ain’t No Fun’ which is a misogynist song that celebrates group rape. In Carey’s hip-hop 

remix, Da Brat has a guest appearance in which she voices a furious response to Snoop Dog’s 

perspective. This dialogue can also be found in the video where Snoop Dog silently listens to an 

enraged Da Brat. Levine’s analysis of the insult ritual as a substitute for the black person’s anger about 

being subjected to white people’s insults, is, in a different way, accurate concerning hip-hop. In hip-

hop, anger about white racism is not substituted but openly articulated. One of the most common 

themes in rap is the corruption and racist violence of police officers against young black males and 

realistic descriptions of life in the ghetto. 

Abraham’s and Levine’s arguments can actually be used to make a distinction within hip-hop 

youth rebellion. On the one hand hip-hop articulates internal rebellion. Internal rebellion refers to 

those insults delivered to people who are inside hip-hop culture. So the rap competitions between 

rappers, the confrontational manner in which hip-hop artists address their audience and the hip-hop 

battles between the sexes are all verbal exchanges between participants who are ‘in the know.’ 

External rebellion, on the other hand, is directed to outsiders such as the police and the government. 

These are people who do not understand the rules of the insult ritual. The attack is therefore more 

serious because it is directed to someone outside the community in which the game is played. The 

people under attack will therefore also be more seriously offended. This distinction between internal 

and external rebellion can also be found in the 1960s’ rock culture, but it is less sharp. Rock’s internal 
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rebellion can be found in its loudness, aggressiveness and a general ‘fuck you’ attitude yet rock does 

not have a performance ritual of battling. It lacks hip-hop’s competitive performance rules: rock’s 

internal rebellion is less clearly directed at someone. The external rebellion of rock is mostly 

associated with the ways in which the 1960s’ counterculture voiced criticism of the establishment and 

rebelled against parental culture. Hip-hop’s external rebellion can be found in its criticism of white 

racism. Rebellion against parents is a less common theme in hip-hop although some examples can be 

found: The Beasty Boys’ YOU HAVE TO FIGHT FOR YOUR RIGHT TO PARTY (from 1987) and Jazzy Jeff 

and the Fresh Prince’s PARENTS JUST DON’T UNDERSTAND (from 1988) depict hip-hop youth parties 

that explicitly exclude parents. A more hostile situation can be found in Snoop Doggy Dog’s WHAT’S

MY NAME (1993) in which the rapper escapes the angry father of a girl he is dating by changing into a 

dog. Snoop Dog’s GIN & JUICE (1993) suggests that parents are generally incompetent. Although, in 

the 1995 hit DEAR MAMA, Tupac actually pays tribute to his mother, a former Black Panther member. 

In rap videos of the late 1990s, parents are usually absent.18

Whereas external rebellion is more obviously related to ‘youth’ since the objects of rock 

youth’s attacks were parental culture, internal rebellion is also associated with youth. The internal 

rebellion produces the noise, loudness and aggression, which often offends adults. Grossberg’s 

argument about rock’s politicisation suggests this duality of rebellion. He argues that rock was not 

politicised by its own activities but by the attacks from the outside that ‘recognized that, whatever else 

it was, rock was not “quiet,” aesthetically culturally or socially, that its attempt to upset the consensual 

economy of cultural taste and pleasure had wider ramifications’ (147). In other words, the internal 

rebellion of rock elicited a moral panic that led to rock’s external rebellion. The internal rebellion of 

rock therefore—and the same argument goes for hip-hop—seems to be inextricably related to ‘youth’ 

while this relation is actually accidental and not inherent to youth at all.  

Both internal rebellion and external rebellion are forms of role playing. Role playing in hip-

hop is produced by the performativity of language.19 More specifically, it is produced by naming and 

renaming and by the appropriation, re-appropriation and re-contextualisation of names.20 Although 

these names are imbedded in lyrical stories, in music videos it is mostly the name that comes to the 

fore instead of the lyrical story and which is related to a certain iconography. There are three roles that 

dominate black male hip-hop, particularly in the late 1990s: the pimp, the hustler and the gangster. 

These are names that are used in order to articulate internal rebellion. Raps are often about who is the 

original gangster, or the hustler most truthful to the street or who is the greatest pimp. This constant, 

mutual re-appropriation of names constitutes a playfulness with regard to the fact that speech acts can 

always be infelicitous. This possibility of infelicity is central in hip-hop’s insult rituals. The ritual of 

battling depends on the speaker’s ability to render his or her opponent’s words infelicitous by 

articulating a response that re-appropriates the insult with which he or she was ‘attacked’. The ritual of 

insult is then a playful version of a mechanism that Judith Butler has described in the more serious 

context of hate speech. The effect of an injurious address, Butler argues in her book Excitable Speech: 
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A Politics of the Performative, may be that it fixes or paralyses the addressee it hails while it may also 

solicit an unexpected response (2). The insult ritual, by contrast, not only requires a response but also 

values those that can come up with the most creative re-appropriation of another person’s insult. By 

not responding at all, however, the insult can become quite painful, as black comedian Dick Gregory 

found out as a child. Other children often made fun of his poverty and the absence of his father. ‘This 

barrage of abuse often sent Gregory home crying but taught him the power of humour. Soon he 

learned that if he anticipated his attackers, if he expropriated their lines, they would be laughing with 

him rather than at him’ (Levine 345). Rendering the insult of the other infelicitous by responding with 

another insult that counteracts the paralysis that the other speaker tries to accomplish is a major 

obsession of hip-hop. 

The figures of the gangster, the pimp and the hustler are crucial in the way this game of 

paralysis, threat and response is played. An analogy is often made between the masculine control of 

these figures and the verbal mastery of the artist in question. Another, reverse analogy is made 

between the violence and threat of these figures and the ability of the rapper to defeat his adversary. 

For instance, the sound of pulling the trigger of a gun is frequently used as a sample in the music. 

Cypress Hill’s (RAP) SUPERSTAR and CAN’T GET THE BEST OF ME illustrate this. Yet this game of 

countering the paralysis of the insult made by the opponent is not restricted to black male figures such 

as the gangsta. A beautiful example of the way verbal mastery is translated into the medium of the 

video can be found in Missy Elliott’s SHE’S A B****. The game of displaying and claiming verbal 

mastery and giving a response by re-contextualising the name ‘bitch’ as a threatening, powerful figure, 

is enacted through the metaphor of ‘flow’. According to Rose ‘rappers speak of flow explicitly in 

lyrics, referring to an ability to move easily and powerfully through complex lyrics as well as of the 

flow in the music’ (39).21 In SHE’S A B**** a key quality of the bitch is her flow, which refers to 

Missy Elliott’s skills as a rapper. These skills are lethal as they are compared to bullets: ‘Get on down 

while I shoot my flow’. Flow refers then to verbal virtuosity that is clearly an aggressive technique in 

which an opponent speaker is insulted. Moreover, flow is a powerful trait of Missy Elliot—alias the 

bitch—precisely because it enables her to render the traditional meaning of bitch infelicitous. The 

theme of flow in the lyrics is combined in various images with some form of massiveness. For 

example, the sky becomes filled with huge, dark, rolling clouds, which form a massive flow. 

Simultaneously Missy Elliott rises out of the sea on a massive platform that is shaped in the form of 

the letter ‘M’ from which the seawater flows down. The flow and massiveness emerge as both musical 

and physical traits because Missy Elliott’s performance of the bitch could be seen as a visualisation of 

the low (massive) bass tones that ‘invade’ and empower her body and of her rapping skills which are a 

menacing flow such as the long, flowing coat that envelops her corpulent, ‘massive’ body in an 

authoritative slow motion and low camera angle. 

The example of SHE’S A B**** reveals that verbal aggression cannot be disentangled from 

the speaking body. Indeed, insult rituals cannot be reduced to verbal games. For example, Mitchell-



Hip-hop Youth 

64

Kernan argues that the ritual of ‘signifying’ can also mean ‘to make fun of the police by parodying his 

motion behind his back’ (qtd. In Abrahams, Talking Black 50). In break dancing the speaking body is 

quite visible as one dancer challenges another by means of gestures. Rappers’ verbal play cannot be 

reduced to ‘only words’ either. Butler has analysed the relation between a verbal threat and the body. 

She argues against the idea that a threat is only a linguistic act, whereas that which the threat 

announces is only a bodily act. Speech cannot be separated from the body because ‘speaking is itself a 

bodily act’ (10). In hip-hop videos the aggression of the rap lyrics is accompanied by an aggressive 

mode of address that often becomes quite physical. The MCs address their implied addressee by not 

only rapping in a direct address to the camera, but also by physically abusing the camera. Rappers 

often kick at the camera, see for example Afu-Ra’s DEFEAT, Ice Cube’s HELLO, Adam F and M.O.P.’s 

STAND CLEAR and TLC’s NO SCRUBS. They also often pretend it is their opponent in a boxing game 

like in Cypress Hill’s TEQUILA SUNRISE and Lil’Kim’s IN THE AIR TONIGHT.22 In I GET IT DOWN Jay-

Z splashes food on the camera with a fork. In Nas’ ONE MIC a stone is thrown at the camera which 

supposedly represents a police officer’s perspective. Puff Daddy spits at the camera in HATE ME NOW.

Notwithstanding these physical performances, a general rule of the ritual of insult is that the 

use of physical abuse demonstrates the participant’s weakness. Even though the ritual of insult tells 

fictional stories, one must be careful not to ‘exceed the rules because we are dealing with something 

perilously close to real life’ (Abrahams, ‘”Playing the Dozen”’ 211). In 1996 and 1997 this line 

appeared to be crossed when rappers Tupac Shakur and Notorious B.I.G. were killed in gang shoot-

outs. Although a link has never been established between the musical career of the artists and their 

deaths, in the public mind and within the hip-hop ideology these deaths seemed to be a direct result of 

the rap battle between East Coast rap, represented by Notorious B.I.G. and West Coast Rap, 

representing Tupac.23 The two rappers dissed each other in a way that became increasingly aggressive 

and physical.24 In the hip-hop ideology the two were elevated to the status of martyrs because their 

deaths symbolised the figure of the gangster. The ultimate consequence of the gangster’s rebellious, 

criminal transgressions is his tragic but heroic fate to find death in a gang shoot-out. In the late 1990s, 

many videos were a tribute to them or ‘in loving memory’ of them, for example Puff Daddy’s and 

Faith Evan’s I’LL BE MISSING YOU and Nas’ GOT UR SELF A. Their careers were even extended after 

their deaths because new, posthumous records of unreleased material were brought out and they were 

accompanied by videos made from archive footage, such as Tupac’s CHANGES. That same footage 

was also incorporated in videos from other artists. In this way, Tupac and Notorious B.I.G. made guest 

appearances and performances in death alongside other artists that were still alive. See for example 

MO’ MONEY MO’ PROBLEMS in which the Notorious B.I.G. performs together with Puff Daddy and 

Mase. The martyrdom of Tupac and the Notorious B.I.G. stands in stark contrast with the silence 

surrounding the death of another rapper: former N.W.A. member Eazy-E who died of AIDS. This 

contrast reflects the way in which the role of the gangster provides a hip-hop ideal of black 
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heterosexual hypermasculinity whereas the populist association of AIDS with homosexuality threatens 

to emasculate this ideal. 

Although the deaths of Tupac and the Notorious B.I.G. caused a genuine shock in the hip-

hop community, on the level of gangsta rap mythology this type of death is an important theme. Snoop 

Dog’s MURDER WAS THE CASE (1995) is perhaps the most famous example. The video advertises the 

movie that featured Snoop Dog and which has the theme of his own death. The video has a dramatic, 

apocalyptic feeling because of all the fiery explosions behind Snoop Dog and the presence of a Jesus-

like figure.25 An example on a metaphorical level is Coolio’s GANGSTA PARADISE. The video starts 

with Michelle Pfeiffer walking in a dark hallway towards Coolio who sits in a dark room. His face is 

only half visible because of a dark shadow covering his eyes. The space in which Coolio performs 

reminds one, then, of the underworld in both the criminal sense and the mythological sense, i.e. the 

world of the dead. The video SLIPPIN’ shows DMX entering a hospital lying on a stretcher. The video 

suggests an explanation of this death by showing the difficult life in the ghetto. In SNOOP’S UPSIDE YA

HEAD Snoop Dog plays ‘the first gangsta rapper to be executed.’ While he is introduced by a white 

police officer as a ‘menace to wholesome values’ he is put in the electric chair. Magically, however, 

Snoop Dog escapes to give a concert. On stage he performs in front of a banner of the notorious 

gangsta rap label ‘Death Row’. The party of the concert is juxtaposed with the party Snoop Dog gave 

in prison.          

Although a gang shoot-out might be considered an example of internal rebellion, it cannot 

be disentangled from external rebellion. Indeed, many of the examples mentioned above do not 

construct internal rebellion but external rebellion that is directed at police officers’ violence. Whereas 

internal rebellion relies on a playful exchange of insults and a continuous, mutual re-appropriation of 

names, external rebellion is more static and more serious. The re-appropriation of the racist name 

‘nigger’ by black men generally and in hip-hop specifically illustrates this. The opponent in this case 

would be the white oppressor who originated the term. He is an outsider who, unlike the adversary in 

internal rebellion, is unwilling, unable and not allowed to enter the game and respond. There is no 

mutuality. Indeed, the white oppressor—i.e. the F.B.I., the police officer, the government—represents 

an authoritative voice. Rebellion against that voice involves a serious risk, as the F.B.I. investigations 

in reaction to the controversial Ice-T’s ‘Cop killer’ and N.W.A.’s ‘Fuck Tha Police’ testifies. 

What is at stake in these cases is not only a rebellion against authority but also a rebellion 

against the force of interpellation. Interpellation is a term introduced by Louis Althusser in his article 

‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ from 1971. He argues that social ideology constitutes 

and subordinates a subject in the way the authoritative voice of God, a judge or a policeman, 

interpoellates a person. So the policeman hails a person on the street (‘Hey you there’) and by being 

thus addressed the addressee is constituted as a subject and subordinated to the one who has named the 

person. Judith Butler argues that Althusser’s theory assumes that the person who is hailed must show a 

readiness to turn around and appropriate the name by which they have been called. Only then does 
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hailing become interpellation. However, Butler suggests that interpellation might also function in 

those cases where someone is interpellated in the third person for example, or out of earshot where the 

person being interpellated does not know about it. Indeed, interpellation might also function in those 

instances where a person does turn around only to reject the name by which they are called: ‘Imagine 

the quite plausible scene in which one is called by a name and one turns around only to protest the 

name: “That is not me, you must be mistaken!” And then imagine that the name continues to force 

itself upon you, to delineate the space you occupy, to construct a social positionality’ (Excitable 

Speech 33). This mechanism is at work in one of the most dominant themes in rap videos, namely the 

prejudiced police officer that harasses young black men because he can only see them as criminals. 

Many rap videos show black male youths being chased by the police who try to hail and subject them 

and who quite literally delineate the space where black youth may go. A famous example from the 

early 1990s is N.W.A.’s 100 MILES AND RUNNING. The whole video consists of a run where the police 

chase the N.W.A. members. The video echoes the hurried feeling produced by the sample of the police 

siren used in the music. Examples from the late 1990s are Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and MC Ren’s HELLO;

Mack 10’s FROM THA STREETZ and Nas’ ONE MIC. A funny example in this respect is the video THE

WORST where one of the Wu-Tang members is caught by a policeman. While he drags the rapper 

through the street by holding his leg, the rapper ‘resists’ this physical form of interpellation by 

continuing his rap performance horizontally. While these videos focus on police harassment and the 

running away from it, other videos revolve around the theme of mistaken identity. For example, in 

DMX’s PARTY UP (UP IN HERE) the police force, who surround a bank building that has just been 

robbed, thinks DMX is the perpetrator while he is actually an innocent bystander who tried to help. 

Xzibitt’s PAPARAZZI plays with the expectation of the implied audience. The video shows a scene in 

which three young black men commit an armed robbery. Only the end of the video reveals that the 

men were not criminals but actors on a film set. Hip-hop’s external youth rebellion in the above 

mentioned examples is produced by either a running away from hailing, which is a running away from 

being socially fixed as criminals, or by resolving this social fixation through the mechanism of 

mistaken identity.       

Yet another way in which hip-hop’s external black masculine rebellion is produced, is, 

paradoxically, by the confinement of the black male body in prison. Nelson George has quite rightly 

called prison hip-hop’s rite of passage for young black men entering manhood  (Hip Hop America 44). 

In rap videos this rite of passage relates both to the performativity of language and of the body. As I 

mentioned earlier, Butler argues that a speech act is always also a bodily act. Butler follows Shoshana 

Felman who argues that speech acts therefore break down the opposition between the mental and the 

physical, between language and matter. However, this does not mean that speech and the body are the 

same. According to Felman, speech and the body are incongruously interrelated. Although the body 

and speech cannot be separated from each other, neither can the one be reduced to the other. The 

speech act is a doubled act in which something is said with language and something is said with the 
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body. These two acts can however never be totally governed by the intention of the speaker. So, 

according to Felman, there is always something in the body that exceeds what it says verbally. This 

provides, Butler argues, a space in which resistance and an unexpected response to the injurious 

language is possible (10-13 and 155-6). In music videos, rappers manage to be in control of their 

bodies by exploiting the ways in which prison represents the dominating white’s attempt to confine the 

male black body. A first reading poses a contradiction: how can rebellion and masculinity be asserted 

verbally, while the body is confined and subjected? This contradiction is however only apparent when 

it is considered a spatial equivalent of the subjection of black men by the racist name ‘nigger’. The 

space of the prison that is meant to subject the black male body, is re-appropriated and used as a 

symbol for black masculinity. Indeed, all the physical signs of prison (the bars, the shaved head, the 

uniform) have become not a sign of subjection but a sign of rebellion and transgression. The 

confinement of the body actually opens up a space in which rebellion can be articulated verbally.

Notwithstanding this rebellion through confinement, the desire of physical freedom is also a 

dominant theme, as in Snoop Dogg’s escape from the electric chair in the above-mentioned SNOOP’S

UPSIDE YA HEAD. Another example is Capone-N-Noreaga’s PHONE TIME, which is structured around 

a musical dialogue, by phone, between somebody inside and somebody outside the prison. Nas’ ONE 

LOVE juxtaposes the world in prison, shot in black and white footage, against the coloured world 

outside the prison. The desire for freedom and mobility can also be found in gangsta rap’s obsession 

with cars. In hip-hop, the car not only symbolises the opposite of the social constraints and fixation of 

the ghetto and police authority, but it also symbolises the sexual power of the pimp. The bouncing cars 

are a phallus symbol and a provocative metaphor that articulate simultaneously masculinity, sexual 

domination and black rebellion against the white oppressor who fears black masculinity and tries to 

confine it. 

The youth rebellion of hip-hop, on the external level in particular, is balanced on a thin line 

of what is and what is not permitted in the mainstream. Traditional views have claimed this tension to 

be proof of hip-hop’s subversive potential which is either rendered harmless by mainstream’s 

incorporation of hip-hop or it is considered too underground for the mainstream. Against this view I 

would argue that hip-hop youth rebellion, as a mainstream phenomenon, actually depends on the thin 

line of what is and what is not permissible. Moral panic discourses about violence at hip-hop concerts, 

about rap artists being charged for murder and rape, all serve to authenticate hip-hop youth rebellion, 

independent of the accuracy of these reports. Indeed, in the context of hip-hop youth rebellion—and of 

youth rebellion in general—the mainstream actually means that the line between what is and what is 

not permitted is sometimes crossed. So the ban of a particular video only improves sales.26 And Tipper 

Gore’s sticker ‘parental advisory explicit lyrics’ actually authenticates the album’s rebellious, 

subversive content. Moral panic discourses are also incorporated in the videos themselves. Sometimes 

censorship is imposed from the outside. Often obscene and controversial words are faded out while 

you can sometimes clearly lip read what is said: KRS-One’s HOT; LL Cool J’s DOIN IT; Capone-N-
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Noreaga’s Y ‘ALL DON’T WANNA and M.O.P.’s COLD AS ICE. Sometimes a particular element on 

screen is scrambled. In Dr. Dre’s FORGOT ABOUT DRE an aural fade-out silences Dr. Dre’s ‘fuck you’ 

while his hands, that are making a similar gesture, are scrambled on screen. In both cases it is obvious 

what he is saying and one wonders if this censorship is imposed by a committee or constructed by the 

video’s director. The latter is clearly the case in a funny shot in Wu-Tang Clan’s GRAVEL PIT. The 

shot shows a bikini-clad woman who wears panties that read ‘not authorised’ on the front. Censorship 

is also imposed on X-rated versions of videos that can only be watched in late time slots and music 

television channels such as the Box who has become famous for this strategy. See for example the X-

rated versions of Jay-Z’s and R.Kelly’s FIESTA and N.E.R.D.’s LAP DANCE. Of course, there are also 

instances of videos that do not get airplay on music television channels because of their controversial 

content. However, these videos can always be watched on the Internet or be bought on videotape or 

DVD. For example, the cover of the video tape Death Row Uncut advertises itself with ‘too gangsta 

for TV’, including ‘X-rated never before seen versions of’ clips. Rap videos also construct outsiders’ 

moral panic discourses themselves. Rap videos often include an item that supposedly comes from a 

news channel in which a reporter tells about the scandalous behaviour of the rap artist. This 

‘outsider’s’ perspective creates a subversive identity for the artist, as in Snoop Dog’s SNOOP’S UPSIDE 

YOUR HEAD and Dr. Dre’s FORGOT ABOUT DRE. Eminem videos such as STAN and GUILTY 

CONSCIENCE are obsessed with this—they authenticate hip-hop’s rebellion because it represents the 

voice of interpellation against which hip-hop youth needs to respond with a provocative, insulting 

playfulness.  

So far I have almost exclusively analysed videos by black male rappers. Although hip-hop is 

dominated by black male masculinity, there are also other subjectivities that can enter the domain of 

hip-hop youth, although with some difficulty: white men and black women. Notwithstanding the fact 

that both subjectivities are outnumbered by their male black colleagues, they do not occupy a marginal 

position in the mainstream in terms of commercial success. This is especially true for white male 

rappers. Besides the Beasty Boys, it is mainly Eminem who has been able to appropriate hip-hop and 

with huge success. Black female hip-hop artists are more numerous: Lil’Kim, Lauren Hill, Da Brat, 

Trina and Foxy Brown. The most successful black female rapper has been Missy Elliott. White male 

and black female hip-hop artists occupy positions towards the internal and external rebellion of hip-

hop youth that differ from black male rappers. In order to appropriate hip-hop youth, black women 

rappers and white male rappers therefore have to adopt alternative strategies.

Black female hip-hop youth rebellion: bitches 

In comparison to their black male colleagues, it is more difficult for female black rappers to 

appropriate the identity of hip-hop youth. Since the beginning of hip-hop there have always been 

female hip-hop artists but it was only after 1986 that they managed to enter the mainstream (Forman 
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156). Although female rappers such as Queen Latifah, MC Lyte and Yo Yo gained some mainstream 

success, the most successful female rappers were girl groups Salt-N-Peppa and TLC. In the second 

half of the 1990s there were more successful female solo artists: Da Brat, Lauren Hill (female member 

of the Fugees), Foxy Brown, Lil’ Kim, Eve and Missy Elliott.27 These female rappers of the late 1990s 

have articulated black female hip-hop youth rebellion by adopting the role of the bitch. For instance, 

Eve has named herself ‘gangsta bitch.’ The bitch role has perhaps most explicitly been addressed in 

Missy Elliott’s SHE’S A B****. More controversial are artists such as Trina (‘Da Baddest Bitch’) and 

Foxy Brown who have pushed the image of the bitch to the extreme of semi-pornography. The most 

notorious example in this respect might be Lil’ Kim who has named her self ‘the Queen Bitch’ and has 

constructed a pornographic image and body of the female gangster or hustler. The role of the bitch has 

also been connected with white female youth rebellion. Rock artist Meredith Brooks has adopted the 

name in her video BITCH and Madonna has also provocatively enacted the role with her bossy star 

personality. The Dutch branch of MTV named a special programme for the weekend that focused on 

white and black female stars, ‘bitches of pop weekend break’. The bitch has, however, mostly been 

associated with black female hip-hop youth rebellion. 

 Most obviously, the bitch articulates internal rebellion because it re-appropriates a name that 

is present in many misogynist stories of black male rappers. These songs define the bitch as a woman 

who cannot be trusted because she is only interested in the black man’s money (this is often named the 

gold digger type of woman). In order to retaliate they only use these women for sexual intercourse. 

This type of story seems to confirm Abrahams’ argument about insult rituals being a form in which 

black male youth form their identity by adopting roles of hypermasculinity in their rejection of the 

matriarchal home (‘Playing the Dozens’ 209-15). Yet this does not explain why women have also 

always been participants in the insult ritual. Indeed, the transition from childhood to adulthood as a 

move out of the home into the street can also be found with girls. In a later study Abrahams does 

acknowledge that for female black youth the street life is also a rite of passage (Talking Black 22-4, 

see also Levine 354-5). Indeed, women have sometimes acquired a notorious reputation for being 

skilled in the game of verbal insults.28 Moreover, although hip-hop has some misogynistic tendencies, 

the dialogic insult ritual does provide a means for women to articulate a response. The symmetrical 

communication of the insult ritual enables female rappers to respond to black male rappers’ sexist 

stories. In the way that black male rappers have appropriated the racist name ‘nigger’ and re-

contextualised it, black female rappers have adopted the misogynist name of the ‘bitch’ and used it to 

articulate female rebellion against black male rappers. The role of ‘bitch’ is then a result of the ways in 

which male rapper’s insults directed at women are made infelicitous. Black female rappers expropriate 

black male rappers’ lines and use them to articulate a counter insult.  

 Yet, this internal rebellion against black male rapper’s male chauvinism poses a problem for 

black female artists’ entrance into the domain of hip-hop youth and this problem relates to the way 

hip-hop youth’s rebellion is authenticated. Besides scandals concerning hip-hop’s homophobic and 
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anti-Semite attitude, another important element that elicited moral panic and thereby authenticated 

hip-hop’s youth rebellion is its misogyny. Although misogyny has been associated in particular with 

gangsta rap, it has always been part of insult rituals and it has always been part of hip-hop. Public 

Enemy songs such as ‘She Watch Channel Zero?!’ are explicitly sexist and 2 Live Crew’s misogyny 

even led to an obscenity trial.29 Black female rappers’ internal rebellion against male rapper’s sexism 

runs the risk of being associated with those adult discourses that oppose hip-hop’s misogyny. It is, 

subsequently, more difficult for female rappers’ rebellion to be authenticated. Rose has analysed this 

difficulty as well, although not in the context of ‘youth’ per se. Rose argues that black female rappers’ 

musical response to hip-hop’s male chauvinism is often appropriated by the mainstream press to attack 

black male rappers (149-50). Black female rappers are then drawn into a dominant white discourse 

that understands black masculinity as sexually aggressive and threatening. This type of discourse 

disregards the pervasive misogyny in white popular music genres such as heavy metal and rock and in 

popular culture in general. Moreover, it also disregards the way in which black male misogyny is, at 

least partly, a result of white racism. A common explanation of black men’s violence against black 

women is that it reflects a crisis in black masculinity. This crisis refers to the fact that historically 

black men are considered a greater threat to white culture and therefore they have much more 

difficulty finding jobs in comparison to black women. Consequently, black women are often the main 

provider of the household and this undermines the patriarchal ideal of the man being the head of the 

household. So the opposition to hip-hop’s misogyny by dominant white discourses is often an attack at 

black culture in general and at black masculinity in particular. To be appropriated by these discourses 

actually aligns black female rappers with those outsiders of hip-hop whose moral panic concerning 

hip-hop’s misogyny consolidates black male hip-hop youth rebellion.  

 One group of outsiders with which black female rappers are aligned are white feminists. 

Indeed, according to Rose, black women rappers are often labelled as ‘feminist’, which relates them, 

in particular, to discourses of white feminism. Rose argues how difficult this connection is because 

white feminists often do not acknowledge the ways in which racism and sexism are linked (181). For 

example, the white dominant discourse that relates sexual aggression with black masculinity is mostly 

articulated out of a desire to ‘protect’ white femininity while black femininity is subordinated into 

silence. This discourse about the position of white women is particularly revealing with regard to the 

boundaries of hip-hop youth. From the perspective of dominant white culture, male hip-hop artists 

may rebel against the racism of police officers and the judiciary but they are not permitted to direct 

their sexual aggression toward white women. From the point of view of hip-hop, white women are 

excluded from hip-hop youth; they are not accepted as credible participants in the insult ritual (they 

would have to work three times as hard in comparison to white male rappers).30 So while white 

women are absent within the domain of hip-hop youth, their position as outsiders of the hip-hop 

collectivity is doubled. Firstly, white femininity represents a subjectivity that hip-hop artists are not 

permitted to address. Secondly, white feminists’ attack on hip-hop’s sexism uncritically reproduces a 
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gendered racism that silences black women. When black female rappers are connected to white 

feminism they are implicated in both positions: from either position it is impossible to articulate 

credible, black female youth rebellion.             

 However, black feminists also pose a problem for female rapper’s entrance into hip-hop 

youth because, like white feminists, they often represent adult culture. The person most visibly 

associated with adult black women’s concern about hip-hop’s misogyny has been activist C.Dolores 

Tucker. During an official House committee hearing in 1994 about controversial pop music lyrics, 

with its main focus on gangsta rap, Tucker and others such as Dionne Warwick, made strong 

objections to rap’s misogynistic lyrics. Although Tucker and Warwick represent a general black 

middle-class uneasiness with hip-hop, they were also clearly speaking from an older generation’s point 

of view. Thus black women rapper’s internal rebellion runs the risk of being aligned with or 

appropriated by precisely those discourses that oppose hip-hop’s misogyny from the outside and 

which actually help to authenticate hip-hop youth’s rebellion. This alignment or appropriation makes it 

more difficult for black female rappers to articulate hip-hop’s youth rebellion. 

 The role of the bitch does provide, however, a strategy by means of which black female 

rappers are able to appropriate hip-hop youth rebellion. Indeed, the bitch is a role in which one can 

articulate internal and external rebellion. Internally, it expropriates a term dominant in black male 

misogynist lyrics and articulates a counter attack of black female aggression. Externally, the bitch is a 

role that is deemed undesirable in dominant white and adult feminist discourses. In this respect black 

female rappers can articulate external youth rebellion by adopting the negative identity of the bitch. 

Indeed, the bitch goes against the traditional adult expectations of (black) girls being respectable 

(Abrahams, Talking Black 24-31). This is particularly true of artists such as Lil’ Kim, Foxy Brown and 

Trina who have created a highly sexualised and semi-pornographic image that has startled many and 

has induced much criticism. C. Dolores Tucker has, for instance, attacked Time-Warner for releasing 

Lil’ Kim’s controversial debut album Hard Core, a title referring both to Lil’ Kim’s pornographic 

image and her credentials of being a skilled rapper from the streets. She appropriates the male rapper’s 

aggressive attitude and articulates mutual exploitation, i.e. an explicit sexuality that is affirmative 

while it simultaneously confirms the heterosexual discourse of the implied male addressers. The role 

of the bitch enables black female rappers to articulate internal rebellion against black male rappers and 

external rebellion against adult ideas about how a girl should behave. 

 The pornographic bitch role of artists such as Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown does seem to 

occupy an exceptional and somewhat awkward place in popular culture. This relates to the 

problematic status of black female sexuality in Western societies. Hortense Spillers has argued that 

African-American women’s sexuality represents a history of silence in which black women’s bodies 

are either reduced to the status of non-being or considered as male sexual possession. According to 

Spillers, the only domain where black women could voice their own experiences was popular music. 

As an example Spillers mentions blues singers such as Bessie Smith who depicts black women as 
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sexual subjects (74-88). Another, later example would be soul singer Aretha Franklin or Millie 

Jackson. Yet these artists were associated with adulthood. Their stories were lamentations of the 

experienced, adult woman. Moreover, these female accounts were in genres—blues and soul—that 

centre on the depths of the black ‘soul’, a notion onto which both black people and white people could 

project their often confining standards of what they imagined to be ‘authentic black femininity.’ So 

blues and soul were genres that provided a domain where black female artists had a certain freedom to 

articulate their own experiences but these domains were also socially fixed because they answered to 

the standards of what was considered to be ‘black female authenticity.’ In other words, 

notwithstanding the empowerment offered by these lyrics, music and black female artists, it was also 

expected from black female singers to sing about their inner turmoil and in that context they had 

limited space to experiment with roles or cross boundaries of race, gender and sexuality.  

Conversely, the bitch seems to provide a role that is not socially fixed. Although it is also 

circumscribed by certain standards such as heterosexuality, its position is less dictated by norms of 

‘black female authenticity.’ Therefore youth’s experimentation is possible through the role of the 

bitch, though not without risk. The pornographic image of the bitch, epitomised by Lil’ Kim, Foxy 

Brown and Trina, is very close to the role of whore. In black male hip-hop the insult ‘ho’ is indeed 

also pervasive. In her analysis of black female sexuality, Spillers brings up Foucault’s argument about 

the whore in European history:  

According to him, European bourgeois culture and the career of sexuality are co-terminously 

linked by the newly-empowered as a strategy to assure their dominance. Those outside the 

circle of culture, i.e., the whore, the pimp, were robbed of legitimate sexual being and, to that 

degree, defined the point of passage between inner and outer; (…) Consequently, the banished 

place and the banished person acquire an element of secrecy, and discourse about them is 

circumscribed and coded (85-6).   

This positionality of banishment makes the whore, such as the pimp, roles of sexual outcasts that 

provide the negative identities by which black male and female artists articulate hip-hop youth 

rebellion. However, in contrast to the pimp, the role of the whore provides some obvious difficulties 

for female subjectivity. Black female internal rebellion is based on making the attempted insulting 

speech acts of the male black opponent infelicitous. However, the role of the bitch runs the risk of 

making the verbal performativity of female sexual assertiveness infelicitous due to the use of 

pornographic discourse by artists such as Lil’ Kim, Foxy Brown and Trina. In her discussion of 

pornography, Judith Butler discusses an argument made by Catharine MacKinnon, who contends that 

pornography constitutes ‘a performative contradiction: an act of speech that in its very acting produces 

a meaning that undercuts the one it purports to make’ (Excitable Speech 84). So when black female 

rappers use the sexualised image of the bitch to assert female aggression and articulate a ‘no’ to the 
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misogyny of the male opponent, the discourse of pornography risks an interpretation of this ‘no’ as a 

‘yes’. This renders the insult of the male opponent felicitous after all and undercuts black female 

rappers’ internal rebellion. It is significant in this respect that female rappers have adopted the role of 

the ‘bitch’ and not of the ‘ho’. While ‘bitch’ can mean prostitute it also has other connotations while 

‘ho’ refers unequivocally to whore. The role of ‘ho’ would therefore be more difficult for female 

artists to use because it more easily invites the interpretative framework of pornography. Butler argues 

that this performative contradiction of pornography is a risk of speech acts in general:  

The citationality of the performative produces that possibility for agency and expropriation at 

the same time.(…) if one always risks meaning something other than what one thinks one 

utters, then one is, as it were, vulnerable in a specifically linguistic sense to a social life of 

language that exceeds the purview of the subject who speaks. This risk and vulnerability are 

proper to democratic process in the sense that one cannot know in advance the meaning that 

the other will assign to one’s utterance, what conflict of interpretation may well arise and how 

best to adjudicate that difference (87-8)   

The pornographic bitch role seems to foreground this space between agency and expropriation, 

between an assertive subjectivity and objectification. For example, in the video HOT SPOT Foxy 

Brown performs in a round room, which itself symbolises a ‘hot spot’ as opposed to the freezing 

exterior of that room. The video is ambiguous in the way it frames Foxy Brown. On the one hand she 

seems to be objectified by a male scopophilic gaze that is suggested as the point of view of the camera 

(although we are not really sure). She is also surrounded by female dancers and some of them are in a 

cage, repeating a cliché of television programmes’ voyeuristic conventions of presenting popular 

music. Yet, on the other hand she does articulate female aggression in those shots where she sits on a 

throne, repeating the convention of the gangster on the throne in gangsta rap videos, in order to 

articulate mastery on a verbal and physical level. At the end of the video she also continues her dance 

with her female dancers, but now she turns away from the camera, being involved in her own 

performance and no longer taking notice of a possible male audience. The role of the bitch provides 

then a possibility of articulating female sexuality but within a position that foregrounds the lack of 

social stability, moving between agency and expropriation. In that sense, the role of the pornographic 

bitch articulates female youth in the way it is socially unfixed.  

 The artist who personifies this social instability is Lil’ Kim. She has been the most 

successful in producing the role of the pornographic bitch and she seems, indeed, to occupy an 

awkward place within popular culture, something of an anomaly that many people do not know how to 

deal with. This ambiguous position seems to have provided for Lil’ Kim a space in which she can 

transgress boundaries of what is considered to be the norm of ‘black female authenticity.’ This 

experimentation with gender roles can be found in many music videos. For example, in NO MATTER 
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WHAT THEY SAY, Lil’ Kim quickly changes hairstyles, from an extravagant blond baroque wig, to 

blond hair that is partly dyed blue to a sophisticated hairdo with brown curls. In one shot she wears 

lingerie while she simultaneously smokes a cigar and wears a gun—being one of the guys—while she 

is surrounded by her male friends. She even adopts a masculine body language sitting with her legs 

wide open. In IT’S ALL ABOUT THE BENJAMINS she transforms from a 1950s’ prom queen into an 

aggressive SM dominatrix. Some have argued that Lil’ Kim tries to attain a white beauty norm as she 

wears blue contact lenses and blond wigs.31 Yet, this interpretation is too simple: Lil’ Kim transgresses 

boundaries of both gender and race in the way she appropriates white female youth’s domain of 

fashion and the posh life style of the black male pimp. Indeed, she has worn wigs of all types of 

colours (blue, pink) and she has worn the most extravagant outfits. In that respect she appropriates the 

conspicuous consumption of white girls and black men. Lil’ Kim’s unique position within hip-hop 

youth is related to the way she plays with and combines pornography and female aggression, the 

conspicuous consumption of the pimp and white female youth, the aggression of the gangster and the 

fun of dressing up. Because she explores and combines such divergent social positions, she is indeed 

not socially fixed.      

 In contrast to the pornographic bitch of Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown, Missy Elliott adopts 

another position vis-à-vis the role of the bitch in her video SHE’S A B****. Missy Elliott also 

articulates ‘youth’ by creating a space in which she is not fixed. As the title of the video already 

indicates, Missy Elliott does not re-appropriate the name ‘bitch’ completely. Instead of rapping ‘I am a 

bitch’ like Lil’ Kim and other female rappers, she literally appropriates the language of her implied 

opponent (the discourse of the other) by rapping ‘She’s a bitch’. Indeed, the whole rap is characterised 

by the use of the first person address in the verses and a third person address in the chorus where she 

raps: ‘She’s a bitch; When you say my name; Talk mo’ junk but won’t look my way.’ Missy Elliott 

thereby creates a distance between herself and the name by which she is called. Missy Elliott seems to 

acknowledge her position as addressee (‘when you say my name’) but this acceptance remains 

ambivalent. 32 This distance and ambivalence can also be found in the video. One aspect of the video 

that really stands out is the huge sunglasses she wears in some shots. The glasses create a distance 

because they make it impossible to ascertain whether she is looking at her implied opponent speaker or 

not. One might say that Missy Elliott turns around but her recognition of herself being hailed remains 

uncertain. Butler has analysed this space between being hailed and interpellation. She argues that the 

addressee cannot simply escape interpellation by refusing its call: ‘And then imagine that the name 

continues to force itself upon you, to delineate the space you occupy, to construct a social 

positionality. Indifferent to your protests, the force of interpellation continues to work. One is still 

constituted by discourse, but at a distance from oneself’ (Excitable Speech 33). This distance is also 

found in various shots in which the camera is highly angled while Missy Elliott looks straight in front 

of herself:  as a result of this her address is indirect in a similar way as when she uses the third person 

address to talk about herself. Still, in terms of the music one could disagree with this interpretation of 
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distance and argue that the third person ‘She’s a bitch’ just sounds betters than the first person ‘I am a 

bitch’. I would argue that this is so because it uses sounds that connote aggression: The word ‘bitch’ 

starts with the voiced plosive of the ‘b’ and ends with the combined plosive and sibilant of the ‘tch’. 

The sibilant of ‘she’ sounds also more aggressive then the vowel of ‘I’. It is precisely this aggression 

of the third person address, of the discourse of the other, that Missy Elliott appropriates and returns to 

her implied opponent speaker. The re-appropriation and re-contextualisation of the name bitch is put 

forward as an aggressive gesture and this enables her to accept her position as addressee. This distance 

and closeness between the name and the subject, by which I mean the simultaneous criticism and 

acceptance of the name by the subject, is also visualised in the video. In the chorus, Missy Elliott’s 

voice is clearly audible and positions her as the speaker. Yet the chorus line ‘she’s a bitch’ is 

accompanied, each time, by shots in which it is impossible to see whether Missy Elliott lip-synchs the 

line. There is only one shot where Missy Elliott, in a close-up, aggressively lip-synchs the line and this 

seems one of the most aggressive moments in the video indeed. The aggressive rapping of the hook 

line refers to the way we hear the voice as a body, as a speaking body. The speaking body transforms 

the name of the bitch into an aggressive and menacing subject position that was intended by the 

opponent speaker as the object of a threat. Besides this transformation, the third person address puts 

that same subject position at a distance from the name by which it is called. Missy Elliott then 

articulates youth rebellion by experimenting with an identity that is unfixed because it moves in the 

space between hailing and interpellation; it is Missy Elliott’s ambivalent position between being hailed 

and being interpellated that actually provides her a way of articulating the aggression of ‘youth’.  

White male hip-hop youth rebellion: one psychopath 

Like many black musical genres before it, hip-hop has a large white audience. Yet, unlike the R&B 

music of the 1950s and 1960s, it is much more difficult for white artists to appropriate hip-hop. 

Whereas rock’s transgression consisted precisely of white youth’s identification with and 

appropriation of black music, youth rebellion in hip-hop is predominantly—though certainly not 

exclusively—defined by black rebellion against white oppression. This difference inhibits hip-hop 

from becoming ‘white’ in the way rock did. Having said this, it is also true that white people have 

been a part of hip-hop since its inception. Moreover, although white male rappers are few in number, 

those that do exist have had enormous commercial success. The Beasty Boys are perhaps the most 

successful to the extent that they are amongst the few hip-hop artists who have managed to have a 

career that has spanned nearly twenty years. Vanilla Ice’s career was short-lived due to his lack of 

credibility in the hip-hop community but his commercial success was huge nonetheless. Finally, hip-

hop of the late 1990s was dominated by Eminem. Bubba Sparxx, who had a small hit with his video 

UGLY IN 2001, has been less successful. The Beasty Boys have succeeded in articulating hip-hop 

youth rebellion in a credible and successful way. They have done this by transferring a punk rock 

rebellion to the context of hip-hop. At the beginning of their career they were contracted by Def Jam, 
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the famous hip-hop label of black entrepreneur Russel Simmons. This black ‘back up’ authenticated 

the Beasty Boys’ hip-hop rebellion. Although Eminem’s strategies have some similarities with those 

of the Beasty Boys, they also differ in important aspects.  

 Dyer has argued that in representations of mainstream Hollywood cinema whiteness is often 

constructed as the norm which is invisible and not marked as ‘ethnic.’ Black people, by contrast are, 

from a Eurocentric perspective, often constructed as the ‘other’ (‘White’ 457). Hip-hop is in this 

regard one of the few cultural domains where whiteness is a visible mark of ethnicity. Moreover, hip-

hop’s external rebellion is often directed at white oppression and this poses a problem for wannabe 

white male rappers. Like black female rappers, they run the risk of being associated with those 

outsiders against whom black rappers direct their external rebellion. They have to use alternative 

strategies in order to make an entrance into the domain of hip-hop youth possible. One possible 

strategy is to make an analogy in terms of class. For example, Eminem’s working-class, white trash 

identity provides a possible correspondence with the marginal position of black ghetto youth. 

Although his white trash background is an important aspect of Eminem’s star persona, it is not often 

used to make an analogy with the social class of black ghetto youth.33

 Like the Beasty Boys, Eminem has appropriated a rock discourse in order to articulate hip-

hop youth rebellion, drawing a line between authentic insiders and inauthentic outsiders of hip-hop 

youth. Eminem has articulated external rebellion against pop artists and more specifically at teen idols 

and boy bands. For instance, The REAL SLIM SHADY is filled with ridiculing impersonations, often 

enacted by Eminem himself, of teen stars and boy bands. He plays a silly Britney Spears, he kicks 

against Christina Aguilera who turns out to be an inflatable doll and there are some boy band look-a-

likes doing a silly dance routine. This rejection of teenpop artists appears to be a strategy of the rapper 

to deal with his problematic identity of being a white rapper. Eminem has to prove he is not a 

‘Vanilla.’ This term refers to white rapper Vanilla Ice who was successful in the early 1990s. He 

became the subject of the hip-hop community’s anger when it turned out that he had lied about his 

middle-class background, pretending instead to be ‘from the streets’. In hip-hop ideology, Vanilla Ice 

has become a notorious example of the way white culture tries to exploit and sell out black culture. In 

THE REAL SLIM SHADY Eminem directs his verbal aggression at the black equivalent of the Vanilla in 

the person of Will Smith. The insult of black rapper Will Smith indicates that the outrage of hip-hop 

artists about Vanilla Ice was perhaps not a matter of race but of genre. Their indignation was about 

hip-hop being colonised in a pop discourse where, from a hip-hop’s perspective, artificiality rules. So 

Vanilla Ice’s version of hip-hop—or that from other, black rapper such as Will Smith or MC Hammer 

who also used a pop idiom—was considered a lie because of his use of pop conventions, although the 

fact that Vanilla Ice was white certainly contributed to this perceived lack of authenticity. Eminem 

also articulates external rebellion against his mother. While black rappers mostly do not address 

parental figures, the figure of the failing and hypocritical mother is a recurrent theme in Eminem’s 

songs and videos. He thereby uses a rock discourse in which rebellion against parents occurs more 
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often. In MY NAME IS Eminem, alias his alter ego the psychopath Slim Shady, kills his mother and in 

MY NAME IS he accuses his mother of taking more drugs than himself. In JUST DON’T GIVE A **** he 

murders his grandmother.  

 Yet another way in which Eminem articulates hip-hop youth rebellion is through the role of 

the psychopath. Eminem projects most of his role as psychopath onto his alter ego Slim Shady. The 

supposedly bad influence of the psychopath Slim Shady is a recurrent theme in his work that is made 

explicit in the video ROLE MODEL. Here Slim Shady is dressed up like a Houdini figure. When he is 

put in a water tank, a text appears saying ‘you can try this at home.’ In GUILTY CONSCIENCE Slim 

Shady is the psychopath who enacts the role of bad conscience: he advises people to steal, rape and 

kill. In his live shows Eminem has foregrounded Slim Shady’s murderous tendencies by appearing 

with an electric saw. The psychopath is a complicated role that plays with the relation between media 

and social reality and with moral panic discourses about the black urban dweller and impressionable 

white youth. In the moral panic discourses about urban decay, the image of black ghetto youth has 

some similarities with the figure of the psychopath. Like the psychopath, the black male youth is often 

represented as a deranged person that has an innate tendency to steal, rape and murder. This white 

myth of black masculinity has been articulated by Norman Mailer in his famous article ‘The White 

Negro’ published in 1957. He starts with an introduction of the phenomenon of the American hipster, 

which he defines as a person who acts out the psychopath in himself. He is a psychic outlaw, an urban 

adventurer, a rebel, choosing to live in the present, escaping the boredom of security and trying to 

create a new nervous system for himself. The hipster is in fact a white negro because the negro is the 

source of hip. Mailer suggests that ‘psychopathy is most prevalent with the Negro. Hated from outside 

and therefore hating himself, the Negro was forced into the position of exploring all those moral 

wildernesses of civilised life which the Square automatically condemns as delinquent or evil or 

immature or morbid or self-destructive or corrupt’ (353). The white figures who mostly identify with 

the negro were the bohemian and the juvenile delinquent. The psychopath’s intense view of existence 

appeals to youth’s tendency and desire to rebel. 

 The logic of Mailer’s essay—the negro is a psychopath who appeals to the juvenile 

delinquent who is open to psychopathic behaviour as well—can also be found in moral panic 

discourses about the pejorative influence of television and rockers and rappers on the impressionable 

white youth audience—black youth is always the perpetrator, never the victim in these scenarios. 

Many moral outcries focus on the pejorative influence of some rock or rap artist or some violent 

movie or videogame and the crimes white youth commit supposedly as a consequence of it. Eminem 

articulates hip-hop youth rebellion by acting out the worst-case scenario within this imagination of the 

conservative establishment: a white working-class kid who adores gangsta rap, subsequently finds a 

mentor in one of the most notorious gangsta rappers, namely former Niggers with Attitude (N.W.A.) 

member Dr. Dre, becomes famous and notorious for his subversive lyrics and performances thereby 

being a bad role model for other white kids, thereby coming full circle. The psychopath role is 
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therefore a provocation of white parental culture in the way it provocatively enacts all their fears about 

the assumed bad influence of popular culture in general and black gangsta rap in particular. Eminem’s 

transgression of racial roles consists in his affiliation with that type of black masculinity which is 

considered a national problem and threat: black ghetto youth.  

 The audience of Eminem alias Slim Shady are also characterised as psychopaths. Part of 

Eminem’s star persona is his fictional audience following of Slim Shady look-a-likes. For instance, the 

video THE REAL SLIM SHADY is filled with Slim Shady look-a-likes. In one scene Eminem alias Slim 

Shady is in a mental hospital where he is surrounded by look-a-likes. In another shot he performs in a 

basement before another audience of look-a-likes. The mental disorder of the Slim Shady look-a-likes 

is stressed by their performance that appears to lack agency. They all stare at Slim Shady or at no 

specific object. The mise-en-scene also constructs the typical environment of the obsessed fan: neon 

tubes light the basement and the low ceiling and the walls are covered with photographs and pieces of 

paper. The framing of the shots is distorted as well since the camera has either a low or a high angle. 

The Slim Shady look-a-like audience members are constructed as psychopaths and obsessed fans. 

Another video, STAN, also centres on the theme of the obsessed fan who loses his head. The video 

shows a fan and look-a-like of Eminem who ends up murdering his girlfriend. The fan enacts all the 

things that Eminem imagines doing in his lyrics. The video clearly intends to make a statement about 

the distinction between fantasy and reality as an answer to the moral outrage about Eminem’s raps in 

which he indeed fantasises about killing his girlfriend. The video makes a clear distinction between the 

fan who is a lunatic and Eminem himself who is reasonable. Yet, the video simultaneously 

provocatively enacts the fantasy of murder. 

 The figure of Slim Shady, however, also adopts the positive mirror image of the psychopath: 

the jester. Through lunacy the jester claims to be truthful. In THE REAL SLIM SHADY Slim Shady is 

constructed as ‘normal’ in comparison with the outer world, as he raps, for example, ‘Yeah I probably 

got a couple of screws up in my head loose, but no worse than what’s going on in your parents’ 

bedroom.’ In the mental hospital this line between normalcy and lunacy is also blurred as the nurses 

seem to be mental patients themselves: one nurse throws the pills for the patients on a plate where they 

fall at random in and outside the cups. She also gives herself and her colleague a pill to eat. Eminem 

alias Slim Shady then mounts a counter attack by claiming that the adult world who is so outraged 

about him—Eminem’s work led to many moral outcries and controversies—is itself hypocritical. 

Another example can be found in ROLE MODEL. In the video there is a scene with Eminem is dressed 

up as a priest, sitting on a bed with a kid, referring to the scandal of paedophilia in the church. In 

another scene he is dressed up like Bill Clinton together with a Monica Lewinsky look-a-like, referring 

to the real life sex scandal.

The Slim Shady role enables Eminem to articulate not only external but also internal rebellion. 

Firstly, he insults his audience by constructing them as psychopaths and vulnerable victims of mass 

culture. Of course, these insults are not too serious. The psychopath audience of Slim Shady look-a-
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likes is often also constructed as a supporting audience.34 Secondly, he makes himself ridiculous. Here 

the insult ritual is internalised. He ridicules and distances himself from his own racial identity by 

making a humorous caricature of a traditional form of white masculinity such as Superman. For 

example, in THE REAL SLIM SHADY he is dressed as Superman who attacks a boy band. With a huge 

artificial bottom attached to his backside he sits on one of the boy band members. WITHOUT ME

depicts a cartoon world where Slim Shady humorously boasts ‘it’s so empty without me’ while he 

plays a caricature of Superman. Secondly, the internal rebellion is also directed at Dr. Dre. For 

instance, in THE REAL SLIM SHADY he raps ‘Dr. Dre said…nothing, you idiots! Dr. Dre’s dead, he’s 

locked in my basement’ during a shot where Slim Shady puts a carton of milk in the fridge which 

shows a photograph of Dr. Dre as a missing person. This internal rebellion actually creates an alliance 

between Eminem and Dr. Dre because they are both in the know of the insult ritual. So Eminem’s hip-

hop identity is not only authenticated because Dr. Dre backs him up but also because, following the 

conventions of hip-hop’s insult rituals, he insults him.  

Collectivities of permitted disrespect
The most common category to describe the collective identity of ‘youth’ is that of the subculture and 

this description also seems accurate for hip-hop youth. Hip-hop grew out of a cultural mixture of 

African-American, Puerto Rican and Jamaican influences. In the 1970s, a Jamaican sound system 

culture was transferred to the New York Bronx where black and Puerto Rican youth used it to develop 

a new musical style. Gradually, hip-hop gained access into mainstream mass media. In the first half of 

the 1980s, hip-hop artists struggled to persuade major record companies and television channels such 

as MTV that hip-hop was not just a passing fad and could appeal to a wide audience. This changed 

after 1987 with the emergence of New York hip-hop artists such as Public Enemy and KRS-One and 

the rise of West Coast gangsta rappers Ice-T and N.W.A. The mainstream music industry started to 

realise the commercial potential of hip-hop (Forman 171-2). In the 1990s, hip-hop evolved into an 

international youth culture. Some have argued that hip-hop’s move into the realm of commercial 

media is a sign that the genre has become less authentic or less ‘black’ and that the political, critical 

and subversive cultural expressions of an underground, black youth subculture have been incorporated 

and defused by mass media. Rose has argued against this interpretation. According to her, it was not 

so much that hip-hop artists in the 1970s were not interested in making profit, they simply did not 

realise they could make a profit. Once they did, they immediately started to market their music. Hip-

hop’s entrance into the mainstream refers then not to a shift from pre-commodity to commodity but to 

a shift in entrepreneurial scale and power, from local, Hispanic and black-owned businesses to large, 

white-owned multinational corporations (Rose 40-1).  

The ideological opposition between the underground and the mainstream and between the 

independent and the major record companies ignores not only the fact that independents are 
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inextricably related to the major record companies through distribution deals for instance, but also that 

hip-hop’s ideological notions such as the ‘underground’, the ‘streets’ and the ‘hood’ cannot be 

disentangled from the way these terms are exploited by the music industry. Keith Negus, for instance, 

argues that the notion of ‘the street’ plays an important role in the way record companies market hip-

hop. They have two marketing strategies. The first can be described as ‘street marketing’ or ‘taking it 

to the street’. Here a ‘street team’ that mostly consists of college or radio DJs goes to the places where 

people live and try to build interest for an artist through guerrilla tactics such as fly-posting bills, 

stickers, creating word-of-mouth networks and talking to party organisers. The motive behind it is to 

create a ‘buzz’ about an artist in such a way that radio stations feel obliged to programme the music if 

they want to retain their image of being ‘in touch with the streets.’ The second strategy describes the 

reverse process of ‘bringing it from the streets’. Here conventional business techniques such as 

gathering and monitoring data, doing research in order to know your market and your target audience 

are conducted by street teams who hang out in campuses, record stores, parties and clubs (Negus 96-

100). These marketing strategies not only indicate that a romantic notion of ‘the street’ as being free of 

corporate control and being located outside the domain of mainstream mass media is not accurate, but 

also that large corporations understand the importance of hip-hop’s valorisation of coming from the 

street or from a subversive underground in the way it appeals to youth audiences.  

The question, then, is not whether the ‘ghetto roots’ or subcultural identity of an artist were 

betrayed once he or she got a record deal but whether the ways in which the lyrics and music imagined 

the ‘hood and the ghetto experience, were successfully transferred to other media contexts such as 

album covers, publicity photographs and music videos. The ghetto identities and the social criticism of 

hip-hop are not so much defused by the media as they are often a prerequisite to gain access to the 

domain of the mainstream, particularly with the huge success of gangsta rap in the 1990s. These 

subversive identities and perspectives are, subsequently, often the subject of moral panic stories in 

other, ‘adult’ mass media. I have already named various controversies of hip-hop from the violence at 

hip-hop concerts, and the obscenity trial of 2Live Crew to the moral outrage about gangsta rap’s 

misogyny and its violent attitude towards white figures of authority. These scandals and controversies 

that are disseminated by mass media do not defuse hip-hop’s subversion; they consolidate and 

contribute to hip-hop’s identity as being a rebellious underground movement. Instead of depending on 

some obscure underground existence in social reality, the authenticity of hip-hop youth’s rebellion 

actually depends on the mass mediated moral panic discourses concerning rap. 

When Tricia Rose asked video director Kevin Bray about the three most dominant themes in hip-hop 

videos, he answered ‘Posse, posse, and posse’ (qtd. in Rose 10). Music videos do indeed foreground 

hip-hop youth’s group identity in the way they structure mutual relations between the members of a 

group, define the quality of these relations and create mechanisms that include some and exclude 

others from that group. This mechanism of inclusion and exclusion can be found in the distinction 
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between internal and external rebellion. Internal rebellion refers to the exchange of insults between 

various participants of the insult ritual. The insult ritual then sets up a mechanism of inclusion vis-à-

vis the participants; it unites the participants and this creates group affiliations which may differ in 

terms of aggression, ranging from humorous or mild insults at somebody within the posse, to less 

playful aggressions directed at somebody from another posse. The battle between West Coast rap 

versus East Coast rap illustrates the latter. External rebellion sets the boundaries between who does 

and who does not participate in the insult ritual and, consequently, who is and who is not included in 

the group. Hip-hop group identities may also be defined by spatial dimensions: group boundaries are 

constructed in terms of space, ranging from the ‘hood or the city, to a region, to the world or even to 

outer space. Group members can be present or implied and they can be identified as specific or 

anonymous persons. A group can include both artists from the past and the present. Group members 

not only include the artists but also the audience.  

The group identity of hip-hop youth is connected to street culture generally and to the ‘hood—

a hip-hop term for neighbourhood—specifically. Hip-hop has names for various group identities: 

crew, clique, posse, gang, homeys, homeboys and homegirls. These collectivities are peer groups who 

hang out in the streets of the ‘hood and they are therefore characterised by the moratorium of street 

culture. Street culture is traditionally associated with both black and white working-class youths.35 In a 

study from 1976, Roger Abrahams argues that for black youths from the ghetto, street culture is a rite 

of passage. Abrahams follows sociologist Ulf Hannerz’ analysis of the life-style of the ‘swingers’ or 

‘players’. These are young black adults who are free from the restraints of home but who do not yet 

have families of their own. They spend little time at home and focus on street life, investing in their 

relations with friends.36 In music videos this street life is often connected to the ‘hood. Rose argues 

that hip-hop videos mostly centre on identity and location (10). The rapper is filmed while surrounded 

by his posse. In most cases the posse remains somewhat anonymous. Conversely, artists such as De La 

Soul, Cypress Hill and D-12 foreground the idea of the posse by performing not as solo artists but as a 

hip-hop group. Wu-Tang Clan is perhaps the most famous example of the group alias a posse and 

Nelson George contends quite rightly that ‘with them the posse is the star’ (Hip Hop America 113). 

Hip-hop videos also often present hip-hop artists in their own neighbourhood. These ‘hoods are mostly 

specified. So street names or well-known places and buildings feature prominently in hip-hop videos. 

New York’s Brooklyn Bridge has a central place in the Prodigy of Mobb Deep’s KEEP IT THOROUGH.

Videos from Nas (HALFTIME, MADE YOU LOOK) and Jay-Z (ANYTHING, A HARD KNOCK LIFE) are 

often set in New York as well. Tupac’s TO LIVE & DIE IN L.A. gives an overview of parks, cinemas 

and streets of L.A. Videos of other gangsta rappers such as Dr.Dre (LET ME RIDE) and Snoop Dog 

(GIN & JUICE) are also often shot in L.A. Nelly’s COUNTRY GRAMMAR and Juvenile’s BACK THAT

THING UP are set in the South.  

These urban and regional identities can imply internal and external rebellion. According to 

Rose, hip-hop videos’ construction of a collective identity is also meant to set up a dialogue with hip-
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hop artists from other places about where they come from (11). This dialogue is characterised by 

bragging and dissing, i.e. internal rebellion, and is often put in the context of hip-hop’s history. So 

New York rappers boast that their ‘hood (Brooklyn, Bronx, Queens) originated the genre, West Coast 

rappers claim their seat on the ‘throne’ of hip-hop while rappers from other places (Miami, St.Louis, 

Atlanta, Detroit) break through the taken-for-granted dominance of East Coast and West Coast hip-

hop. The notion of the ‘hood also implies external rebellion. Forman argues that the ‘hood has been 

claimed by minority youths as a way to re-appropriate the more negative term of the ghetto or slum. 

The ‘hood is a term that can also refer to home. It is simultaneously specific and general. General in 

the sense that the ‘hood can relate to people from other ‘hoods while it also creates a dichotomy 

between ‘here’ and ‘there’ and between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (65). The use of the terms ‘hood is then an 

attempt to transform the spatial identity of coming from the ghetto that is considered from outsiders’ 

perspective as a negative label into an assertive identity.  

This positive notion of the ‘hood can be found in those videos that are a homage to the ‘hood. 

The ‘hood is here depicted as a peaceful community. While TQ’s WESTSIDE is a melancholic ode to 

L.A., Tupac, alias Makaveli, celebrates L.A. as a community of friends having fun in TO LIVE & DIE

IN L.A. The celebration of a community may include people from all ages. So in A HARD KNOCK LIFE

Jay-Z walks in his neighbourhood having a friendly talk with a shop owner. The video also shows 

mothers with their children, young men playing basketball and older men sitting on a bench. While 

these videos do not focus exclusively on youths, they are shown from the perspective of youths, i.e. 

from the perspective of street life instead of from the perspective of the adult world of work or home. 

Other videos are more hostile in their external rebellion against outsiders, such as KRS-One’s HOT for 

instance. While the lyrics articulate both internal and external rebellion (‘where is your respect on the 

block, that’s hot, not ‘cause your friends with the cops’) it is mostly the external rebellion that is 

implied in one shot where KRS-One crosses the Brooklyn Bridge with a menacing posse following 

him while they leave burning skyscrapers of Manhattan behind them in an apocalypse. The Brooklyn 

Bridge constitutes a boundary between ‘here’ and ‘there,’ between Brooklyn and Manhattan, between 

‘us’ and ‘them.’ 

Whereas many rap videos evoke stories about the limits, restrictions and confinement of the 

ghetto community, others celebrate mobility, i.e. being able to move out of the ghetto. The former 

implies the border between a hip-hop community and those representatives of law enforcement who 

limit their freedom of mobility. The latter implies a victory over those same oppressors through a 

focus on cars, yachts, planes, spacecrafts, telecommunication, and a posh lifestyle, which has often 

been called ‘ghetto fabulousness.’ Xzibit’s X, Ja Rule’s ALWAYS TIME and Jay-Z’s BIG PIMPIN’

illustrate this. The victory of the gangsta over white domination is explicitly addressed in West 

Connection’s GANGSTAS MAKE THE WORLD GO ROUND. The three members each sit on their throne 

with the globe between them, suggesting that they can do with the world what they want. For instance, 

at the beginning of the video white business people on the street look up at the sky, scared, as Ice Cube 
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casts a shadow in the sky by putting his hand over the globe. When Ice Cube raps, we see him being 

falsely arrested. He enters prison in normal clothes but he leaves prison dressed as a posh gangster. 

Later he victoriously leaves the courtroom after he has been acquitted from charges.  

The posse also has connotations of the group identity of the gang. According to Forman the 

hip-hop notion of the ‘posse’ is partly connected to the underworld of the Jamaican posse system 

because it was transferred to New York at the same time as hip-hop emerged and because Jamaican 

culture played an important part in the development of hip-hop. The Jamaican posse system was a 

gang culture involved in the drugs trade. Hip-hop adopted the Jamaican posse system’s appropriation 

of gangster terminology and imagery and reggae’s identification with real and cinematic criminals. 

Moreover, since the late 1980s, hip-hop has also been associated with the West Coast street gangs, the 

Crips and Bloods. In hip-hop videos, hip-hop artists often show their connection to a gang by 

displaying gang symbols such as colour codes and hand signs (Forman 177-8).37 An example of this 

from 2004 can be found in Snoop Dog’s DROP IT LIKE ITS HOT. A blue handkerchief hangs from the 

back pocket of Snoop Dog’s pants. The handkerchief’s colour is highlighted because the rest of the 

image is shot in black and white. Meanwhile Snoop Dog raps ‘I keep a blue flag hanging out my 

backside but only on the left side, yeah that’s the Crips’ side.’ With regard to New York hip-hop from 

the 1990s, Forman names the Italian Maffia and the Asian Triad Gangs as thematic models for rap 

groups such as Junior Mafia and the Wu-Tang Clan respectively (178).  

Erikson has called the gang a form of negative identity, i.e. a role presented to youth as 

undesirable and dangerous. For youths who question the values of their parents, the gang provides 

more reliable social roles. The gang offers a conspiratorial community that relieves the anxieties of the 

isolated youth. As the insecure, isolated youth desires to be true to himself, the gang member desires 

to be true and loyal to the group. Erikson also describes the mechanism in which society is ‘so eager to 

confirm him [youth] as a criminal and then to “rehabilitate” him as an ex-criminal’ (Identity 254). He 

names, for example, authorities such as judges or  therapists who approach these youth as if they were 

criminals for life.38 Erikson describes here the mechanism in which youths—and black youths in 

particular—are only interpellated as criminal offender: ‘If [correctional or therapeutic authorities] 

diagnose these young people as psychotic or criminal so as to dispose of them efficiently, it may be 

the final step in the formation of a negative identity. To a high proportion of young people, society is 

offering only this one convincing “confirmation.” Gangs, naturally, become the subsocieties for those 

thus confirmed’ (Identity 255). Indeed, Erikson argues that gangs provide a ‘career’ and ‘job 

opportunities’ for those youths who are not able to envisage a career in the official world (Identity

253-6).  

When Erikson’s analysis is transferred to hip-hop videos, a gang’s external rebellion is most 

obviously directed at official authorities such as policemen. However, gangs are first and foremost 

notorious for their aggression towards other gangs. In this case external rebellion is transformed into 

internal aggression. A gang’s internal rebellion is articulated through its loyalty to the posse or gang 
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and through insulting another posse. A street gang’s traditional desire to be master of its spatial 

territory is transferred both to a rapper’s celebration of his ‘hood and to his claim to be master of hip-

hop. In the 1990s, gangsta rap became notorious for its ‘civil war’ between East Coast and West Coast 

rappers. These disses were also transferred to the video context. For example, in Tha Dogg Pound’s 

NEW YORK, NEW YORK Snoop Dog disses East Coast rap by walking through New York like a giant, 

crashing into its buildings. Tupac’s HIT ‘EM UP insults the Notorious B.I.G., Puff Daddy and Lil’ Kim 

by presenting look-a-likes that are ridiculed.  

 Besides specific collective identities such as the posse, the ‘hood or the gang, the ritual of 

insult itself also produces a collective identity. Or, to put it differently: hip-hop’s group identities such 

as the posse and the gang are first and foremost determined by the insult ritual. The insult ritual refers 

to a complicity between the participants because they are both in the know about the rules of the game. 

Paradoxically, this complicity unites the participants in an antagonistic way; it does not produce 

harmonious relations. This antagonism is visualised, for instance, in ROCK CITY where Eminem has a 

guest appearance with black rapper Royce Da 5-9. The video shows a screen on which a performing 

Royce is projected. Then, Eminem literally walks through the screen while he gives his performance, 

literally tearing Royce’s image apart. So the performance of one performer consists in breaking down 

the image of the other performing artist. Lawrence Levine describes the insult games as ‘a ritual of 

permitted disrespect’ and ‘symmetrical joking relationships in which two or more people were free to 

insult each other’ (347). Hip-hop’s competitive address implies therefore a model of symmetrical, 

interactive communication. This model of communication makes it possible, theoretically, for 

everybody to be included. To a certain extent this is true because this mechanism of inclusion 

transcends some boundaries. For example, artists who are already deceased can, through sampling, 

still be included in the group identity. In a similar vein, hip-hop video’s invisible audience, namely its 

implied audience, i.e. the television audience, is also ‘invited’ into the insult ritual through the 

confrontational form of address. I will come back to this later. However, one must be careful not to 

romanticise or idealise the insult ritual’s symmetrical form of communication. Indeed, for some 

subjectivities it is quite difficult to be accepted as a participant of the insult game.  

As I have argued in the previous paragraph, it is more difficult to gain access to the 

collectivity of hip-hop youth for white male rappers. This difficulty is mainly due to the fact that hip-

hop youth’s external rebellion is directed against white oppression. White rappers therefore run the 

risk of being aligned with those people that are considered outsiders to the hip-hop community. 

Eminem has, therefore, adopted various strategies in order to gain access to the hip-hop collectivity in 

a credible way. Firstly, he creates clear boundaries between his own identity and outsiders such as the 

conservative establishment and teenpop artists. In this way he tries to claim a hip-hop group identity 

by articulating an external rebellion directed at people and institutions that are clearly outsiders for the 

hip-hop community. The different genre conventions of pop music and hip-hop explain why the pop 

artists are outsiders of the hip-hop collectivity. Eminem uses the ritual of insult to trash pop music. For 
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example, in THE REAL SLIM SHADY Christina Aguilera is an inflatable doll and Eminem is dressed up 

like a silly Britney Spears. In fact, it is one of Eminem’s favourite strategies to make ridiculing 

impersonations of those people he insults in his rap songs. Whereas a rap performer and audience 

would be permissive of these attacks and answer them with counter attacks, a pop performer will not 

engage in the insult ritual. The insults are therefore more aggressive because they are directed towards 

performers from another genre who do not speak the same ‘language.’ Teenpop artists or politicians 

are outsiders precisely because they are not complicit in the rules of the insult game. The insults 

Eminem makes teenpop stars the target of are especially aggressive because the pop artists will not 

return them.  

Secondly, Eminem aligns himself with black hip-hop artists and he constantly ‘proves’ his 

loyalty to them. This is particularly evident in the way he surrounds and aligns himself with his black 

rapper friends with whom he forms the group D-12. Not only do they appear in some of his videos—

most notably in THE REAL SLIM SHADY—but D-12 also released some videos of their own, such as 

PURPLE HILLS. One could make the argument that in this case the traditional mechanism is at work 

where black artists authenticate white artists. To a certain extent this is true. The privileged position 

white artists still occupy explains the extraordinary commercial success of white rappers such as the 

Beasty Boys, Vanilla Ice and Eminem. However, it does not explain why there are so few white 

rappers. It is indeed quite difficult for white rappers to enter the domain of hip-hop youth in 

comparison to the way in which white artists could appropriate black musical styles in the 1950s and 

1960s. Taking this point into consideration, it does make a difference whether black artists 

authenticate white artists from a marginal position—the way blues artists authenticated white rock 

stars in the 1960s—or from a dominant position as in hip-hop. This is certainly true for the connection 

between Eminem and Dr. Dre. While Dr. Dre does authenticate Eminem in the ‘traditional’ way, it is 

also true that he is the producer and mentor of Eminem. Whereas in the 1960s the popularity of R&B 

with white rock artists gave black artists more opportunities in terms of reaching a crossover audience 

and gaining access to mass media, in 1990s’ hip-hop the situation is almost reversed. It is not Eminem 

who made Dr. Dre famous but the other way around. It is Dr. Dre who gave Eminem his big break. In 

hip-hop it is therefore not so much a question of black hip-hop artists authenticating white male 

rappers, although this happens too. Rather, black hip-hop artists need to accept, not authenticate, white 

rappers. In the 1960s, authenticity was mainly defined in terms that were determined by white rock 

artists. In the hip-hop of the 1980s and 1990s, authenticity is determined by standards claimed by 

black artists. From this perspective, to be considered authentic, then, depends on the acceptance of 

those who determine the terms of authenticity. This acceptance is clearly a mechanism of group 

affiliation: hip-hop youth’s group identity, in the U.S.A. at least, is determined by black standards of 

what is considered a credible and authentic participant in the insult ritual. White male rappers need, 

then, to comply with these standards and to be accepted by black hip-hop artists in order to be 

accepted within the hip-hop youth collectivity. 
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Female rappers also have some difficulty constructing a collective identity due to the 

dominance of black masculinity in hip-hop. The collective identities of the posse and the gang are 

traditionally male youth fraternities. Abrahams argues that the gang offers male black youths the 

opportunity to experiment with masculine roles more openly than is permitted at home. The gang 

represents values of independent masculinity which male black youth has to embrace while rejecting 

the matriarchal world at home (Abrahams, ‘Playing the Dozens’ 214). Although this analysis seems to 

offer quite an accurate explanation for the misogyny in hip-hop, it does not explain the fact that black 

female artists do enter these masculine collectivities. In the previous paragraph I have already 

analysed the democratic structure of the insult ritual that enables black female rappers to respond to 

hip-hop’s male chauvinism. Black women rappers appropriate the insult of the bitch and use it in order 

to articulate counter insults, i.e. internal rebellion, towards black male rappers. So, as participants of 

the insult ritual, black female rappers are already included in the collective identity of permitted 

disrespect.

Yet another way in which black female rappers adopt a group identity is by surrounding 

themselves with male members of their posse. This is a favourite strategy of Lil’ Kim. For example, in 

the video NOTORIOUS B.I.G. and IT’S ALL ABOUT THE BENJAMINS she performs next to her crew, Puff 

Daddy and, posthumously, Notorious B.I.G. Female rappers also have guest appearances in videos by 

other artists and vice versa. Missy Elliott’s THE RAIN (SUPA DUPA FLY) and GET UR FREAK ON and 

Lil’ Kim’s NO MATTER WHAT THEY SAY illustrate this. In this way black female rappers are affiliated 

with a more general notion of ‘the hip-hop community’ and all the elements of hip-hop’s youth 

rebellion associated with it. Jay-Z’s IS THAT YOUR CHICK? creates a group identity through internal 

rebellion. The rap lyrics and the video tell the mythical story of the female gold digger. Missy Elliot, 

who has a guest appearance, is connected to the video’s male collectivity because she also speaks 

against those ‘bad women’ who only want to profit from male rappers’ wealth. The video even ends 

with a literal exclusion as one of the gold digger girls stands outside the window of a room where a 

party is going on. It seems at first as if she stands on the balcony. Then somebody—it is vaguely 

suggested it is Missy Elliott—closes the curtain, which completely shuts the girl out. Only then do we 

see that the girl is not standing on a balcony but on the rim of the window frame of a skyscraper. A 

group identity is created here in the way both male and female rappers insult the gold digger type of 

woman. A group identity is also created through narratives that align black female rappers with their 

black male colleagues in their external rebellion. For instance, in IN THE AIR TONIGHT Lil’ Kim 

demonstrates her loyalty to her male posse by rescuing one of her black friends from a white man from 

whom she and her gang have stolen cars. In this way she not only affiliates herself with a male 

collectivity but this loyalty is also defined as an external rebellion against a white opponent.  

Sampling also produces a collective identity as sounds from the past are re-contextualised in 

the present and thereby construct group histories. MO’ MONEY MO PROBLEMS illustrates this. While 

the song is performed by Mase and Puff Daddy, Diana Ross and Notorious B.I.G. are included in the 
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group through sampling. Moreover, the Notorious B.I.G. is also present in a visual ‘sample’ as the 

video includes footage of an interview with him. The dialogic aspect of sampling has been visualised 

in an original way in the video ROCK THE NATION where Michael Franti raps to a turntable that plays 

a record. Another example is Bubba Sparxx’s ‘Ugly’ that ends with a sample from Missy Elliott’s 

‘Work It’. The end of the video also includes a guest appearance of Missy Elliott. She joins a tractor 

race with Bubba Sparxx and Timbaland. The race not only constructs a humorous affiliation between 

the artists but it also refers to the fact that hip-hop’s battling can also be located at the level of 

sampling. This is foregrounded in the video IT’S LIKE THAT from 1998, which was a remix of Run 

DMC’s hit from 1984. The video starts with a graffiti text that introduces the producer’s remix as a 

battle between past and present identities: ‘Jason Nevins vs Run DMC’. Subsequently, the video 

shows a group of girls and boys who battle with each other in break dancing.

In some cases, however, the use of unexpected examples seems to inhibit the construction of a 

collective identity. In PAPARAZZI, for instance, the sample of classical music is present in the video 

through an orchestra that plays behind a rapping Xzibit. Yet, there is not really a connection between 

Xzibit and the orchestra. They remain in separate spheres and they both seem somewhat out of place. 

This strangeness does not only refer to the problematic relation between ‘youth’ and classical music 

which seem mutually exclusive;39 the strangeness also reflects the different conventions of classical 

music and hip-hop. Unlike hip-hop, in classical music there is often a distinction between the author 

and the performer of a piece of music. The author of classical music, i.e. the composer, is absent in the 

video while the performers, i.e. the orchestra members, are anonymous. As a consequence, there is 

‘nobody’ with whom Xzibitt could affiliate. Another difficult affiliation can be found in Lil’ Kim’s 

video IN THE AIR TONIGHT. The song uses a sample from Phil Collins’s song with the same title. In 

Lil’ Kim’s video there is also a visual sample of Phil Collins’ video from 1981. The latter alternates an 

extreme close up of Collins’ face with shots of Collins sitting in a small room and then going into a 

hallway and opening doors. The video creates a strange, enigmatic feeling and the mise-en-scene

seems to be a metaphor for Collins’ inner turmoil. Yet in Lil’ Kim’s video the same close up is briefly 

superimposed on the storyline of a car heist. Collins’ role is unclear: Collins could be an observer who 

comments on the story or an omniscient narrator. Collins’ authority or status in Lil’ Kim remains 

unsure.

Finally, yet another way to create community is through the dialogue between performers and 

the audience. Roger D. Abrahams says: ‘(…) the dozens situation calls for extreme permissiveness, 

which must apply as much to the audience as to the contestants’ (215). The performers can be 

connected to their audience in multiple ways and on several levels. The audience can be present in the 

video. For example, in many clips there are shots of hip-hop artists giving a live concert set in a 

concert hall, on the street or in prison and even in outer space. Live concerts are valued in hip-hop 

because they provide a mode of performance that ‘proves’ that the artists can really connect with their 

audience. It also constructs authenticity in the way it shows how the music affects the audience and 
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how artists can ‘control’ their audience by orchestrating their movements. This is often shown in 

videos where the audience wave their arms responding to the old party yell ‘throw your hands in the 

air, wave them like you just don’t care’ or simply direct their arms to the stage in an attempt either to 

touch the artists or to articulate participation. The dialogue between performer and audience is also 

constructed in music videos through the switching of roles in which the audience members become 

performers themselves. This is of course always already so in the way ‘listening’ itself is a 

performance: (…) as listeners, we perform the music for ourselves’ (Frith, Performing Rites 203-4).  

Besides the regular audience performances of waving arms or responding to calls from the 

artists, there are also audience performances more specific to the medium of music videos. For 

example, audience members suddenly become performers themselves by playbacking the vocals of the 

artists. In Outkast’s MS. JACKSON the audience is metaphorically present. In the video the two Outkast 

members are busy repairing a house but the work seems useless because the house is too much 

damaged and everything they repair immediately breaks again. Outkast’s repairing of the house is a 

metaphor for their attempts to save a relationship that cannot be saved. The lyrics are directed to the 

mother of their ex-lover, Ms. Jackson, who appears at the beginning of the video with a disapproving 

and suspicious look. The video makes a distinction between various interrelationships. While the 

mother is clearly a disapproving audience, the ex-lover is an audience that does not connect well with 

the performers. Outkast’s fights with the ex-lover is metaphorically transferred to the house that falls 

apart: the useless repairing of the house is a metaphor for the bad dialogue between two lovers who are 

not able to ‘build’ anything. Yet, in the video there are also some animals: an owl, a dog and a cat. 

They constitute an audience that connects to Outkast’s musical performance as they rhythmically 

bounce their heads to the music. The dog is even a participant musician as we see him during some 

piano tones in the soundtrack walking on the keys of a piano. In another part of the song there is a 

funny dialogical moment. While the owl is, unfocused, in the background, Outkast member Dre is in 

the foreground singing in a direct address to the camera ‘I hope we feel like this forever…forever?.’ 

Then Dre looks behind him and the image foregrounds the owl by transferring the focus from front to 

background and the owl playbacks ‘…forever ever?’ and then the focus is changed to the foreground 

again to Dre, responding ‘…forever ever?’ MS. JACKSON thereby explores the ways in which music 

videos may articulate musical dialogue through visual metaphor. As a result the dialogue between 

artists and audience is transferred to a conversation between the artists and a house and between the 

artists and animals. 

The direct address in hip-hop videos also constructs an implied collectivity. Hip-hop videos, 

like music videos in general, are mostly characterised by a direct address in which the performer 

addresses an implied audience. In hip-hop videos this address often becomes physical as rappers kick, 

spit and box at the camera. The ritual of insult addresses the implied audience in an aggressive, 

confrontational way while this audience is simultaneously constructed as a permissive, in the know 

audience. So the rituals of insult produce therefore a collective identity that is not only defined by the 
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posse and the gang or by audiences present in the video, but also by the implied audience that is 

constructed as a permissive audience symmetrically related to the performer. So hip-hop’s collective 

identity is not only explicitly present in the video but also implied in the way it addresses the 

television audience and draws them into the hip-hop collectivity. 

Conclusion
Hip-hop youth constitutes an important change in the way youth rebellion is produced. This change is 

mainly related to the fact that black artists gained access to the domain of ‘youth.’ Hip-hop is the first 

musical genre where black artists can openly voice their frustrations and anger about white racism in 

the mainstream. Beside this fresh contact of the hip-hop generation that constituted an important 

change within ‘youth’, hip-hop is also similar to other youth cultures in the way it is structured by the 

parameters of ‘youth’: its temporalities and permitted performativities. In music videos, hip-hop artists 

celebrate an eternal present of fun and enact imaginary futures in which mythological white pasts and 

futures are appropriated in addition to the celebration of the posh life of the pimp. The temporality of 

fashion can be found in the development of a rapper’s autobiographical stories, the DJ’s unexpected 

choice of samples and the use of break beats that are visualised in multiple ways in music videos. Hip-

hop youth rebellion is articulated through various figures. Individual identities that dominate hip-hop 

of the late 1990s are: the pimp, the gangster, the bitch and Eminem’s performance of his alter ego the 

psychopath Slim Shady. The posse, the gang and the ‘hood are important collective identities in hip-

hop videos.  

Both these individual and collective identities are structured according to the performance 

rules of the insult ritual. The insult ritual is a play with the performativity of language although this 

cannot be disentangled from the performativity of the body. Hip-hop videos’ confrontational address 

illustrates the way in which rappers insult by physically abusing the camera. Black male rappers rebel 

against the force of interpellation and in particular against the white police officers who can only see 

black male youths as criminals. Black female hip-hop artists adopt the identity of the bitch in order to 

formulate an aggressive counter attack against male rappers’ misogynist use of that term while it 

simultaneously rebels against feminists’ rejection of the pornographic image that some female rappers 

have adopted. Eminem has adopted the role of the psychopath in order to provocatively enact the 

worst fears of moral guardians about the assumed pejorative influence of popular culture and gangsta 

rap on impressionable white youth. These performativities experiment with social roles and transgress 

boundaries of race and gender. Although hip-hop youth is, like rock youth, a mainstream phenomenon 

that masquerades as a subcultural underground, that does not mean that it cannot be subversive. Hip-

hop might be misogynist, homophobic, painful, commercial, violent or just plain silly but it also 

creates a domain where participants are provided with the opportunity to learn to cope with insults and 

this is no small feat. Insults and verbal abuses are, I think, inevitable in democracy- indeed they are at 
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the core of what democracy and the freedom of speech entails. This does not mean that verbal abuse 

cannot be extremely painful; yet, I think that a genre such as hip-hop that is an exercise in deflating 

verbal attacks and that is concerned with the possibility of changing the meaning of words that have 

such a long history of being used as hate speech, offers a domain from which one can learn something 

about the mechanisms of insults and linguistic vulnerability in our democracy. The permitted 

performativities in hip-hop videos transform names such as ‘nigger’ and ‘bitch’ into an assertive, 

powerful identity through which black youths indeed display an unlimited imagination of what they 

could become. 



3

Teenpop 

I’m not convinced (…) that the pop ideology of love is cheap or simple. If the musical message is still that love 

is the basis of good sex, it is rarely suggested by pop singers these days that marriage is the basis of true love. As 

Germaine Greer also stressed, love is an obsession, marriage a routine; the love story ends when the wedding 

bells ring. For the last 30 years at least pop songs have been youth songs, concerned with courtship; the working 

assumption has been that young love is just far more interesting than the routine passion of adults. 

Simon Frith (Music for Pleasure 159) 

They’re kind of middle-of-the-road kids, I guess. It wouldn’t be a typical concert audience because they’re 

dressed differently. The only dress requirements we have are that the girls can’t wear pants suits. It’s only 

because of the visual thing, because it’s a hell of a lot more interesting to watch a girl in a skirt. And with long 

hair in close-ups it’s very difficult to distinguish male from female, and so you use that attractive element. 

Dick Clarke on the image of youth in American Bandstand (qtd. in Bangs, ‘Screwing the System’ 138) 

I’m trying’ my best to be a man and be strong. 

NSync (lyric from ‘Gone’). 

You gotta have to see through my perspective. 

Britney Spears (lyric from ‘Overprotected’) 

Whereas hip-hop signalled a change within the way ‘youth’ is produced, teenpop has been part of 

‘youth’ since the 1950s and it has not undergone any radical changes. While genres such as rock or 

hip-hop centre on the figure of the rebellious youth, teenpop foregrounds the figure of the conforming 

teenager. This conformity relates in particular to courtship rituals since teenpop is centred on the 

romantic dialogue of the love song. Within the domain of teenpop, artists may explore the variety of 

possibilities within courtship rituals, without, though, being permitted to transgress the boundaries of 

heterosexuality. Within the confines of teenpop there are, however, more subjectivities (in comparison 

to ‘youth’ genres) that are able to appropriate the identity of the ‘teenager’: there are male and female 

teenpop performers and white and black teenage stars. The goal of this chapter is to analyse how ‘the 

teenager’ of teenpop relates to ‘youth’ and how it constructs youth’s temporalities and permitted 

performativities on its own terms in music videos of the late 1990s.    

Teenpop has always been part of the history of popular music, but it was during certain 

periods that the musical genre has been particularly popular. The mid to late 1990s was such a period. 

Music television channels were invaded by boy band videos while female solo artists such as Britney 
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Spears, Christina Aguilera and Brandy articulated a female teenpop perspective. Since its emergence 

in the 1950s, teenpop has always foregrounded its mainstream, cross-media status. Television has been 

an important medium for teenpop in particular, either as a breeding ground for teenpop artists or as a 

cross-promotional tool. In light of this history, music videos are obviously essential in the way 

teenpop produces the figure of ‘the teenager.’ The videos’ romantic address, the figure of the yearning 

lover, the parties of teenagers having fun, the performance of innocent heterosexuality are all 

important aspects of teenpop videos. Indeed, one of the biggest music video clichés has become the 

boy band video. However, teenpop artists are less pervasive in other media domains: they do make 

commercials—Britney Spears for Pepsi, most notably—but they do not easily cross over to cinema or 

fashion—although fashion is quite important in teenpop videos. The only place where they 

traditionally dominate are in teen magazines, which have even recently developed into teen versions of 

female adult glossies, such as Elle Girl. There is, however, also another way in which teenpop is 

present in other media: this is not so much through the presence of teenpop artists, but through the 

notion of ‘the teenager’ itself. So television series such as Sabrina the Teenage Witch, Felicity,

Dawson Creek, Buffy the Vampire Slayer and MTV’s TRL and teenpics such as SCREAM, CLUELESS, I

KNOW WHAT YOU DID LAST SUMMER all centre on ‘the teenage experience’ and feature teenage 

actors.1 Similarly, the ‘teen identity’ can also be found in other musical genres, such as teenage opera 

star Charlotte Church and teenage country singer LeAnn Rimes. 

In this chapter I will first analyse the relation between the notions of ‘the teenager’ and 

‘youth’. Moreover, I will not only analyse how teenpop differs from ‘youth’ genres—such as rock 

music—but also how it differs and corresponds to ‘adult’ pop music which I will call pop youth. 

Teenpop’s characteristics and performance conventions will also be delineated. Although teenpop 

seems largely defined by discourses from outsiders i.e. adults and rock culture, I will analyse how 

teenpop videos of the late 1990s produce temporalities, negotiate social roles and create group 

identities on their own terms.   

The teenager and youth
The notion of the ‘teenager’ has always been part of ‘youth’. Yet it has a strained relation to ‘youth.’ 

This field of tension between the ‘teenager’ and ‘youth’ is implicated in the way the two notions are 

connected to different musical genres. The ‘teenager’ is associated with teenpop while ‘youth’ is 

predominantly related to rock music. The teenpop phenomenon is the thing against which rock culture 

often rebels. Indeed, the ‘teenager’ and ‘teenpop’ seem first and foremost to be defined in terms set 

out by rock culture. The goal of this paragraph is not only to analyse these terms through which rock 

views teenpop but also to analyse the way teenpop constructs the ‘teenager’ on its own terms. The 

history of the term ‘teenager’ will be analysed as well.  
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I shall begin by sketching a brief historical overview of teenpop. Although teenpop really 

started as a genre in the 1950s, there was already a hint of it in the swing music of the 1940s. The most 

popular male swing singer was Frank Sinatra who was perhaps the first teen idol. He had a huge 

young female audience who were called bobbysoxers. The bobbysoxers can be called the direct 

predecessor of teenpop’s archetypal ‘teenybopper’ audience. Their jitterbug dances and particular style 

of clothing anticipated the youth culture of the decade that would follow. While the image of 1950s’ 

youth culture is, retrospectively, dominated by the emergence of rock ‘n’ roll and its aggressive and 

explicit sexuality, it was also characterised by the innocent romance of genres such as doo wop and 

teenpop. Doo wop referred to vocal harmony groups of young black men—they were often school-

aged boys—that were popular in the 1950s, such as the Crows, Chords, Penguins, Frankie Lymon and 

the Teenagers, the Flamingos and Moonglows. Their songs articulated a sentimental, vulnerable type 

of masculinity that can also be found in teenpop. Teenpop was a ‘new’ phenomenon to the extent that 

it was popular music that explicitly catered for a teenage audience. It emerged in the late 1950s as a 

specific genre and centred on the teen idol. There were male idols such as Fabian, Ricky Nelson, Paul 

Anka, Frankie Avalon, Bobby Vee and Pat Boone and female singers such as Connie Francis, Annette 

Funicello, Helen Shapiro and Brenda Lee. In the same period, another popular teenpop subgenre was 

the girl group. These groups consisted of young (often school-aged) girls who could be all black (the 

Shirelles, the Chantels, the Crystals, the Supremes), all white (the Paris Sisters, the Shangri-Las, the 

Angels) and could even sometimes include a male member (the Orlons, the Exciters, the Jelly Beans 

and Bob B. Soxx and the Blue Jeans). During the mid 1960s, the most famous teenpop group was, in 

fact, the Beatles. Indeed, the Beatles were, in the early years of their career, actual teenpop stars. This 

was not only reflected in the subject matter of their songs or in the way their music was also, partly, 

indebted to the girl group sound (Panfile), but also in the way their relationship with their audience 

was constructed through fantasies of romance. The performances of the Beatles were almost 

overshadowed by the hysterical ‘performance’ of their young female audience. This behaviour of the 

teenybopper audience became an important characteristic of teenpop: the phenomenon of 

‘beatlemania’ also occurred with male teen idols and boy bands from subsequent decades. The late 

1960s (1967-1972) brought in yet another genre that is similar to teenpop and which has been dubbed 

‘bubblegum music’2 which refers to music from bands such as the Archies, the Bananasplits, 1910 

Fruitgum Co. and the Monkees. Teenpop remained a popular genre in subsequent decades. In the 

1970s there were mainly male teen idols such as Donny Osmond, Ricky Springfield, David Cassidy 

and Leif Garrett, whereas in the 1980s female teenpop stars Tiffany, Debbie Gibson and Kylie 

Minogue dominated the charts. Another subgenre of teenpop that became increasingly popular was the 

boy band. The boy band had already been anticipated by the doo wop groups of the early 1950s; in the 

1970s too there were also groups that could be called, retrospectively, boy bands, such as the 

Osmonds, the Jackson Five and the South American Menudo. Since the late 1980s, there have been 

three boy bands who have been massively popular: New Kids on the Block (1986- 1994), Take That 
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(1991-1997) and the Backstreet Boys (1996-2000). In the late 1990s—the period I will be looking at—

there was a proliferation of boy bands: Boyzone, NSync, Five and Westlife and many more. In the 

same period there were also white female teenpop stars such as Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, 

Jessica Simpson and Mandy Moore and black female teen artists such as Brandy, Monica and 

Christina Milan. Finally, there were also teenpop groups that included both male and female members: 

A*Teens, Steps and S Club 7.3

In this study I will make a distinction between ‘teenpop’ and ‘pop music’. Teenpop is 

specifically related to the notion of the ‘teenager’ and teenage artists; pop music refers to adult artists 

such as Barbara Streisand, the members of ABBA or Madonna. Teenpop is a subgenre of pop music 

and there are, therefore, many correspondences between teenpop and pop music. Pop music can also 

be divided into ‘family pop’ and ‘pop youth.’ Family pop is a term that refers to a point made by Frith 

suggesting that most pop music addresses a large audience and can be called family music (‘Pop 

Music’ 95). Family pop refers, I argue, to most pop artists from the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s that are 

not or no longer specifically teenpop artists, such as Barbara Streisand, Tom Jones, the members of 

ABBA, Cliff Richard and Dionne Warwick. There are also artists from the 1990s such as Celine Dion 

who are part of family pop. In the 1980s and 1990s, pop music was more explicitly related to ‘youth.’ 

Pop artists such as Michael Jackson, George Michael, Madonna and Cyndi Lauper developed a 

rebellious youth identity in which boundaries of gender and sexuality were very often transgressed. 

These artists are part, then, of what I call ‘pop youth’ because they adopt a rebellious identity that is 

distinct from the conforming, romantic identities of both teenpop artists and family pop artists. This is 

why I locate late 1990s’ girl groups such as the Spice Girls, the Sugababes and All Saints within the 

category of ‘pop youth’ instead of teenpop, notwithstanding their massive popularity with a female 

teen audience. Through their rebellious forms of femininity they assume a maturity that is not 

characteristic of teenpop but of pop youth. Arguably, the girl groups of the early 1960s and a ‘girl 

power’ artist such as Lesley Gore—but perhaps also a male artists such as Elton John—anticipated 

pop youth to the extent that they sometimes transgressed patriarchal norms of femininity. The question 

of the emancipatory or subversive quality of girl groups lies beyond the scope of this study, however. 

The main focus of this chapter will be on teenpop and not on family pop or pop youth even though 

there are many aspects of teenpop that also apply to the other two genres of pop music. 

Despite teenpop’s long history and its massive popularity, it is not a subject that has received 

much academic or critical attention. Although some literature exists (see note 3), there is very little in 

comparison to the attention given to rock music. This is not only true for teenpop but for pop music 

(i.e. family pop and pop youth) in general. Indeed, although the term ‘pop music’ often appears in 

book titles, it is mostly used as a general term referring to all genres of popular music and rock music 

in particular. Simon Frith’s ‘Pop Music’ is one of the few articles that analyses pop music on its own 

terms and in his bibliography he also contends that ‘pop seems to be that music that isn’t much 

studied’ (108), although there are some exceptions.4 In the music press too teenpop seems to be the 
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music that is not mentioned or only mentioned in a denigrating way. Music journalists’ disregard for 

teenpop underlies a general assumption that teenpop and pop music is uninteresting, and a sign of 

degeneration of popular music in general. For example, those periods in which teenpop was very 

popular are traditionally considered to be periods of ‘crisis’ and when rock music was in decline.  

This contempt for teenpop is basically a rock ideological position that represents a dominant 

view that has been held not only by rock aficionados but also virtually by everyone who considers 

himself or herself to be more mature than the culture of ‘teenpop.’ Indeed, if pop music, i.e. family 

pop and pop youth, is already deemed ‘unmusical’, ‘artificial’ and just generally ‘bad music’, teenpop 

has really no social status at all. What is peculiar to teenpop, then, is that it seems mostly to be 

determined and defined by discourses of outsiders—of those who not only oppose the musical genre 

but also consider the identity of the ‘teenager’ a pejorative term. Indeed, teenpop’s place within 

‘youth’ is complicated because it evokes the notion of the ‘teenager’ instead of ‘youth’. The identity of 

the teenager is both part of and distinct from the identity of youth. 

The two terms have always been inextricably related. Historically, one could argue that the 

‘teenager’ is the predecessor of youth. Although the term ‘teenager’ is still being used today—like 

adolescent—it is mostly associated with the 1950s, when it first came into popular use.5 In the 1950s 

there were in fact two images of the teenager that corresponded to a bad model and a good model. The 

‘bad teenager’ was central in the moral panic discourses about juvenile delinquency, i.e. working-class 

youth. This image of violent and immoral youth was also echoed in teenagers’ enthusiasm for rock ‘n’ 

roll and their disregard for what parents considered nice behaviour and good music. The good model 

of the teenager was built around notions of innocence, romance and middle-class values. The ‘nice 

teenager’ was to be found in the doo wop groups and the teen idols of the 1950s. So the bad model and 

the good model of the teenager could be found in Elvis Presley versus Pat Boone. One could argue 

that the bad model of the rock ‘n’ roll teenager evolved into the rebellious rock youth of the 1960s, 

while teenpop continued to be based on the model of the ‘good’ teenager. 

This historical bond between the teenager and youth can still be found in adult discourses that 

do not distinguish between the two terms. From an adult perspective, ‘teen’ is often used to describe 

pop and rock indiscriminately. The adult point of view actually repeats rock youth’s pejorative use of 

teenager, but it also applies it to rock. To call rock music ‘teen music’ is thus to reduce rock’s claims 

of seriousness to insignificant rebellion that cannot be taken seriously. From the perspective of rock 

culture, the distinction between the teenager and youth is not that clear-cut either. Although rock 

articulates a discourse in which teenpop is the repudiated other, it is actually quite difficult to make a 

clear separation between rock and pop in terms of which music belongs to which camp. This difficulty 

can be explained by a characteristic of rock fandom, which Grossberg describes as follows: ‘(…) for 

the practice of every [rock] fan entailed constantly marking differences within rock, identifying their 

own investment as constitutive of rock itself, and therefore as marking their own difference. For a rock 

fan, difference was all: if you don’t like this song, you don’t like rock, and if you do like that song, 
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you don’t like rock’ (180-1). From this perspective, rock youth is not characterised by particular bands 

or artists but by the claim that a particular song belongs in the domain of rock and this might even 

include music which others consider teenpop.6 In a similar vein, the provocative celebration of a 

teenage identity can be a way for rock youth to claim its own difference, as, for example, Nirvana’s 

Kurt Cobain with his song ‘Smells like teen spirit.’  

On the other hand, the notion of the ‘teenager’ is distinct from ‘youth’ since the latter 

dismisses the former. Despite its historical relationship with the teenager, 1960s’ rock youth 

nevertheless tried to distinguish itself from ‘teen.’ Keir Keightley argues that the terms ‘teenager’ and 

‘rock ‘n’ roll’ were deemed much too childish and playful for rock youth’s claims of seriousness and 

subversion. So it god rid of the term ‘teenager’ and the suffix ‘‘n’ roll’ and identified itself with the 

much more serious and masculine ‘rock’ and ‘youth’. Rock youth not only distanced itself from ‘teen’ 

but also from ‘adult’. So whereas rock youth claimed to be more mature and enduring than the fickle 

teenage culture, it simultaneously distanced itself from adult culture, which was too responsible and 

representative of the establishment that rock claimed to subvert. So rock culture defined ‘youth’ by 

setting itself off against both the ‘teenager’ and the ‘adult’ (Keightley 122-4). Due to the fact that 

1960s’ rock youth have dominated definitions of ‘youth’, teenpop occupies a paradoxical position. 

Whereas teenpop artists have always been very visible in terms of commercial success and their 

central place in mainstream media, they are also invisible in terms of ‘youth’ because they do not fit 

into the dominant rock definitions of youth as a rebellious, aggressive, masculine sexuality.  

Rock’s discourse articulates values that are based on a binary system that sets off  ‘youth’ and 

its associated terms against the ‘teenager’ and its various connotations. These oppositions of values 

within the rock ideology are traditionally set up like this:  

Youth Teenager

  rock : pop 

underground : mainstream 

unmediated : mediated 

musician’s music : producer’s music 

masculine (cock rock) : feminine (teenybopper) 

rebellious/ subversive : status quo 

mature : childish 

transgenerational conflict : transgenerational harmony

aggressive sexuality : romantic love 

serious : fun 

art/ folk : commercial 

album : single/ hit parade 
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long lasting career : one hit wonder 

authentic/ spontaneous : artificial/ manipulated 

In this binary value system of rock’s ideology, the terms under ‘teenager’ are deemed pejorative. 

Although these oppositions primarily reflect the way rock’s ideology is organized, the terms listed 

under ‘teenager’ do have some accuracy regarding the characteristics of teenpop. Yet, from a pop 

perspective these characteristics are obviously not deemed pejorative. Let me first analyse some of pop 

music’s characteristics on its own terms before I continue my analysis of the relation between teenpop 

and rock youth.         

 Historically, the notion of the ‘teenager’ is closely related to consumption. In a study of 1959 

called ‘The Teenage Consumer’, British market researcher Mark Abrahams described teenagers as a 

new group of consumers that had increasingly more money to spend. In the U.S.A. the emergence of 

the teenage consumer had already begun in the 1940s. For instance, in the early 1940s, Pepsi Cola 

started the campaign ‘Do You Dig It?’ which used jive talk to target the bobbysoxer audience while 

Teentimers Inc. was a company that produced clothes specifically catering for teenagers (Palladino 53-

4). According to Thomas Hine the American teenage market emerged most prominently in those 

industries such as cinema and radio that were losing their mass-market share due to the arrival of 

television after the Second World War (235-6).7 However, in the immediate postwar years the 

teenager was not yet seen as a reliable and potentially lucrative target audience. Grace Palladino 

argues that in those years the teenage population was in decline due to the Great Depression while the 

adult market was quite lucrative. She describes how the editors of the first magazine directed at 

teenagers, Seventeen, held a campaign in the mid 1940s in order to persuade advertisers that teenagers 

were a potential market. They were the first to use demographic research on a target audience and they 

concluded that the teenage girl had a big influence on what her parents were buying. Seventeen also 

worked with companies such as Revlon and clothing manufacturers such as Pretty Teenage Hats and 

Hi-Girl Campus Caper Sweaters that produced commodities especially suited for the female teen 

market. An important rationale behind these strategies was that the female teenager was to become a 

future housewife and mother who would be doing most of the shopping. Addressing a female teen 

market was then also part of a strategy to build brand loyalty (102-9).8 Today this argument is still 

used by many advertisers in order to explain why they target a youth audience. The editors of 

Seventeen addressed, according to Palladino, the female teenager as a family member, using a voice of 

‘a friendly (yet concerned) sister’ (107). This changed with the market research of Eugene Gilbert 

which was also conducted in the mid 1940s. Being young himself—as opposed to the editorial staff of 

Seventeen—he was more willing to address teenagers from their own perspective: as peers instead of 

family members. To find out what teenagers wanted he used students to conduct the interviews. His 

research led to a focus on the everyday life of teenagers, i.e. dating, popularity and the search for a 
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boyfriend, instead of their future, i.e. building character, discovering talents and choosing a career 

(Palladino 107-11).  

Cinema and television were also important sites where the ‘teenager’ was constructed. 

Hollywood had already addressed a teen audience with their teen stars Mickey Rooney and Judy 

Garland in the 1930s and Shirley Temple and Deanna Durbin in the 1940s. Rooney also played the 

wholesome, American teenager in seventeen Andy Hardy films. In the 1950s, the exploitation film 

that was specifically addressed to teenagers emerged. They were called ‘teenpics.’ Thomas Doherty 

distinguishes various subgenres of the teenpic: the rock ‘n’ roll teenpic (ROCK AROUND THE CLOCK),

the dangerous youth teenpic (BLACKBOARD JUNGLE, TEENAGE CRIME WAVE); the horror teenpic (I

WAS A TEENAGE WEREWOLF) and the clean teenpic (APRIL LOVE, HOUND DOG MAN). Although 

television was targeting family audiences in the 1950s, there were also programmes or parts of 

programmes being addressed to a teen audience (see the first chapter). According to Doherty, it was 

mostly regional television stations that produced teen shows in which teenagers were performers or in 

which they were part of the audience: Time Out For Teens (KGLO-TV, Mason City, Iowa), Teenage

Dance Party (KTVR, Denver) and Teen Hop (KODF-TV, Joplin, Missouri) (60). The most famous of 

these shows, American Bandstand from Philadelphia, hosted by Dick Clarke, appeared on national 

television in 1957. The program mainly promoted teenpop although it also sometimes featured rock 

‘n’ roll artists. Not only did teen idols Fabian and Frankie Avalon frequently appear on the show, 

Clarke himself plugged ‘clean teenpics’ on his programme and played in some of them himself such as 

BECAUSE THEY’RE YOUNG and THE YOUNG DOCTORS (Doherty 223).  

One of the most consistent characteristics of teenpop throughout its history is its cross-media 

exploitation. Doherty argues that it was mostly the record industry and television that could create a 

‘break’ for a teen star. Once a teen artist had a hit, however, the film business was ready to exploit the 

teen phenomenon as well. So teen idols may have started in one medium, but they quickly moved into 

other media sites as well (206). The relationship between teenpop and television series seems to be 

particularly fruitful: the history of teenpop shows a remarkable amount of teen idols that started their 

careers in television series. For instance, teenpop artists Shaun Cassidy, Ricky Martin, Rick 

Springfield, John Stamos and Jack Wagner all played roles in the television series General Hospital.

Kylie Minogue and Jason Donovan were former actors in the Australian soap Neighbours. Other 

teenpop acts were television shows in themselves: The Monkees, The Partridge Family (starring David 

Cassidy), The Archies and The Donnie & Marie Show. Teenpop artists sometimes had cartoon 

versions of themselves—either in series such as The Jackson 5ive or in music videos such as Donnie 

Osmonds’ YOUNG LOVE. Teenpop stars of the late 1990s, Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, Justin 

Timberlake and JC Chasez, all started as child performers in Disney’s The Mickey Mouse Club, just as 

did teen idol Annette Funicello who appeared in the same programme during the early 1960s. For 

them, The Mickey Mouse Club functioned as a professional moratorium and when they started their 

careers as teenpop stars they were already experienced entertainers at a young age.  
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The relative ease with which teenpop stars travel across media foregrounds its most important 

characteristic: teenpop is basically a form of entertainment. Teenpop continues the codes and formulas 

developed in Tin Pan Alley music9, variety shows and Broadway and Hollywood musicals. In this 

respect, it is significant that many teenpop and pop artists have alternative careers in the genre of the 

musical after or during their career as pop stars. Whereas ABBA’s Björn Ulvaeus and Benny 

Andersson became successful musical composers and Elton John composed songs for Disney’s THE

LION KING, teenpop artists such as David Cassidy, Donnie Osmond and Debbie Gibson have all 

played in musical shows. In his article ‘Entertainment and Utopia’, Richard Dyer argues that 

entertainment is first and foremost defined by its utopianism. This aspect of entertainment operates on 

the level of affective codes and embodied feelings, which offer an idea of what the utopian experience 

would feel like. Dyer then proposes five categories that define the utopian sensibility: energy, 

abundance, intensity, transparency and community. These categories are utopian solutions to real 

social inadequacies. So energy responds to exhaustion caused by labour; abundance overcomes the 

scarcity and unequal distribution of wealth; intensity is a solution to the dreariness of everyday life; 

transparency is a relief from the manipulations of advertising and democracy and community responds 

to the fragmentation of urbanisation and modern architecture. Although the utopian categories respond 

to real needs, they also delimit those needs and exclude other problems that involve struggles 

regarding gender and race. When the teenager emerged as a new consumer, it was targeted by the 

leisure industries through entertainment, even though entertainment does not have any inherent 

relationship with teenage culture. Entertainment’s categories were, and still are, transferred to a 

specific teen context. So the energy of dancing and sport responds to the fatigue of school; the 

abundance of commodities (fashion, cars, make-up, soda drinks) answers the financial dependence of 

teens; the intensity of having fun and listening to music is a solution to the monotony and boredom of 

school; transparency celebrates true love and friendship against the uncertainties about oneself and 

others and the community of the teen peer group is a solution to the confinements of school and to 

feelings of loneliness. 

Teenpop’s organisation as a form of entertainment may also explain teenpop’s familiar theme 

of the reconciliation between teenagers and adults. Thomas Doherty argues for example that ‘the clean 

teenpic’ that starred teen idols such as Fabian and Pat Boone ‘offered the prospect of a warm, familial 

acceptance and reconciliation with the parent culture’ (198). In teenpop videos too, we see that adult 

figures of authority are sometimes affected by the teenagers’ music and join their fun party (I will 

come back to these examples). This mechanism of inclusion can be interpreted, for the 1950s teenpic 

at least, as a strategy for making a subversive youth culture ‘safe’ through strategies of incorporation. 

One of these strategies, according to Dick Hebdige, consists of domesticating youth and depicting 

them as non-threatening—as ‘just kids’ (Subculture 97-8). Yet, this reconciliation between teenagers 

and adults is also a question of genre. Teenpop adopted conventions of entertainment that had already 

been established. One of these conventions is entertainment’s ‘universal’ appeal; its claim that it 
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appeals to everybody. This universal appeal refers then to entertainment’s utopian category of 

community: entertainment’s solution to the fragmentation of modern life is the community of people 

of all ages. However, a transference of entertainment’s universal appeal to teenpop is somewhat 

contradictory in the fact that teenpop primarily addresses the niche audience of teenagers. This is why 

teenpop’s ‘magical ability’ to affect adults as well is similar to Disney’s claim that it offers family 

entertainment while it is actually addressing a much narrower audience of children. This is, of course, 

a marketing strategy that raises children and teenagers to become loyal consumers. Yet it might also 

be considered a ‘generic moratorium’: teenpop’s reconciliation of teenagers and adults is an 

experimentation with and an anticipation of the universal appeal of pop music that, in contrast to 

teenpop, does not address a niche audience. 

Although the codes, plots and roles of entertainment distinguish teenpop from rock youth, it 

seems difficult to ascertain what this difference consists of. Indeed, rock music seems to fit 

entertainment’s categories perfectly. Rock’s guitar solos and dance rhythms celebrate energy and 

intensity; its focus on fun articulates abundance; rock celebrates the community of the band and their 

relation to the audience and transparency can be found in rock’s claims of authenticity. Furthermore, 

Dyer also argues that entertainment foregrounds the inadequacies of capitalism that are solved by 

capitalism: ‘entertainment provides alternatives to capitalism which will be provided by capitalism’ 

(185). I do not know a more accurate description of rock culture. It is then not so much its affective 

codes but rather other aspects that distinguish teenpop from rock youth. Within rock culture, the 

notion of entertainment is deemed pejorative because it is associated with adult culture. 

‘Entertainment’ referred to the cultural domains—Tin Pan Alley music, Hollywood movies and the 

‘light entertainment’ of television—that rock culture has rejected. Moreover, albeit rock youth has 

much in common with values of entertainment, it also affiliates itself with art discourses and folk 

discourses, which operate in different ways.10 Finally, rock centres on the white male rebel and a mode 

of masculinity that is historically based on white conceptions of black masculinity. By contrast, 

teenpop centres on white, middle-class roles of masculinity and femininity.  

Traditionally, teenpop is understood in terms of its main audience: teenage girls. For example, 

in their article ‘Rock and Sexuality’, Frith and McRobbie define teenpop almost exclusively in terms 

of its function for teenage girls. This seems to be an accurate approach to the extent that teenage girls 

are probably the most important audience of teenpop. Indeed, teenpop artists, boy bands in particular, 

are well-known for their hysterically screaming young female audience, reminiscent of Beatlemania 

and Sinatra’s bobbysoxer audience. The teenybopper audience sometimes receives almost as much 

attention in the popular press as do the artists. The centrality of the teenage girl fan has often led to the 

interpretation that male teen idols act as romantic interest while female teen stars serve as a point of 

identification for their girl audience. Teenpop in general offers a structure of feeling—romance, 

vulnerability, the joy of dance—that is associated with femininity; just as rock’s aggressiveness and 

overt sexuality is associated with masculinity. Yet rock does not only have male fans but it also has 
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female and non-white audiences. Similarly, teenpop also has audiences other than the teenage girl. 

Female teenpop stars have a male audience as well. For example, in the tape Christina Aguilera Genie 

Gets Her Wish in some footage of live shows we see male audience members and in a television 

appearance of Britney Spears in Australia there are also teenage male fans in the audience who ask her 

questions. Similarly, when auditions are held to form a boy band, the number of boys that apply is 

often huge, which is inconsistent with the common idea that boys dislike teenpop. A part of this male 

audience could be gay since teenpop is also popular amongst homosexual audiences due to its ‘camp’ 

qualities. However, this does not mean that members of boy bands are predominantly gay, even 

though the heterosexual male audience of teenpop appears to be marginal.11 Yet another audience is 

hinted at in the book Bubblegum Music. Here the authors all present themselves as avid fans of the 

genre (and teenpop), suggesting that the music has some cult status for an adult audience.12 Still, the 

question of audiences remains speculative and lies outside the scope of this study. Instead, I will look 

at the artists themselves and the roles and subjectivities they offer in teenpop videos. I will depart from 

the traditional account of teenpop in the sense that I will not make any assumptions beforehand about 

the audience, which will then be read back in the music videos. However, I will not totally disregard 

the teenage girl audience either, since they themselves sometimes figure in teenpop videos.             

Whereas rock music centres on the figure of the white male rebel, teenpop is more diverse, 

offering the role of lover and friend who can be either male or female, white or black. Rock and pop 

differ in this respect due to their different mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Notwithstanding 

rock’s diverse audiences, on the level of artists, rock does not include many other types of subjectivity 

besides the white male rebel. There are very few black rock artists while female rock performers 

remain a minority and do not seem to be able to achieve as much success as their white male 

counterparts. Teenpop and pop music, by contrast, do include many more subjectivities. Although 

teenpop is dominated by the discourse of romance, which is traditionally associated with female 

subjectivity, in pop music it is not only the female but also the male artist that articulates love. Pop 

music does not exclude masculinity but it does articulate a mode of masculinity that is less dominant 

compared to the masculinities presented in rock music or in other cultural domains such as action 

movies or computer games. There is only one subjectivity that is excluded in teenpop—just as it is in 

rock—and that is homosexuality. Teenpop is centred on heterosexual love. It is true that pop and 

teenpop music is a genre popular with gay audiences and often has an important homosexual subtext 

whose codes are also understood as such by heterosexual audiences. Indeed, if any genre of popular 

music would be sympathetic and open to gay subjectivities, it would probably be pop music. However, 

notwithstanding the presence of explicit allusions to homosexuality, it remains a subtext. The boy 

band member may work out with his friends and eroticise his body but he always has his sights set on 

a girl. Romantic and erotic relationships between two people in music videos are constructed with 

heterosexuality as the norm, including pop and teenpop videos.        
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So far I have analysed those aspects of teenpop that have remained the same throughout the 

years: its cross media exploitation, its ideology of entertainment and its discourse of heterosexual 

romance. From this perspective, teenpop seems to represent a conservative culture in the sense that it 

has endured for so long without having changed in any significant way. Indeed, teenpop seems to have 

a specific bias towards the conservative and the reactionary in the way it perpetuates dominant norms 

of whiteness and of heterosexuality, of beauty and of ‘proper’ middle-class behaviour. However, this 

identity is also an effect of the way outsiders have interpreted teenpop. Two important outside 

interpretations have been those of rock culture and those of feminists.  

Rock culture often boasts about its critical attitude and its political commitment while it 

criticises and rejects teenpop for its conservatism and consolidation of the status quo. Rock culture has 

defined ‘youth’ predominantly in terms of rebellion and it has derived its authoritative maturity from 

the claim that rock’s subversions have transgressed social boundaries and have criticised the 

conservative establishment. Rock culture celebrates their youth rebellion as a progressive attitude and 

a social renewal. It is true that rock youth have made actual transgressions with regard to cultural 

boundaries—hence the scandals and moral panic—and have contributed to social renewal with regard 

to, for instance, the entrance of black artists into mainstream mass media. However, this does not 

mean that teenpop does not cross boundaries of social norms and roles either. Teenpop—and the same 

argument can be made with regard to pop music—is a domain where black artists appropriate white 

identities. Teenpop itself can be defined as a white musical genre. This is why Joseph Lanza calls pop 

music ‘vanilla pop.’ In the late 1950s and early 1960s, black pop artists appropriated roles of gender, 

race and class that were traditionally the domain of whites. The fact that these transgressions of racial 

and class boundaries were deemed unlikely is illustrated by the initial surprise of white songwriters 

Leiber and Stoller. Lanza cites their reaction to the Motown sound of the 1960s:  

”At first we thought it was white-bred,” Leiber recalled. “We thought that Motown was 

Madison Avenue for black people. We said, ‘Man, those are white teenage stories. What does 

that have to do with black culture?’ We’d have discussions about that with some black music 

people from time to time. They’d say, ‘What? Are you in love with the ghettos? Are you in 

love with that old regionalism? Things are changing, man. That’s not the black image any 

longer’” (Vanilla Pop, 2-3).     

This black identification with white, middle-class gender roles within the white domain of romance 

could not only be found with black artists but also with black audiences. Ward names various white 

teenpop artists such as Paul Anka, Frankie Avalon and Connie Francis, who were present in both the 

national charts and the black R&B charts. Between 1956 and 1963, black audiences were highly 

supportive of both white and black pop artists, Ward argues (141 and 146). Black pop artists actually 
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enacted the ideals that were also the goal of the civil rights movements at that time, i.e. ‘”normalising” 

black family and gender relations according to conventional middle-class white codes’ (Ward 155).       

The distinction, then, between teenpop and rock youth does not so much refer to the presence 

or absence of transgression but to different forms of transgressions and the different reactions they 

elicit and have elicited. Some experimentations and transgressions are deemed more scandalous than 

others. Rock youths’ experimentations were considered scandalous and elicited moral panic and social 

outrage. Conversely, teenpop’s experimentations have attracted less attention; yet this does not mean 

that teenpop does not transgress social boundaries. This distinction between rock youth and teenpop is 

not only an effect of the different response they received, but also an effect of the way rock youth 

increasingly dominated popular ideas of what ‘youth’ means. In the 1960s, rock’s definition of ‘youth’ 

was predominantly defined by a romantic idea of working-class, black masculinity and the aggressive 

misogynist sexuality it was understood to entail. Rock’s focus on black masculinity thereby created a 

blind spot for those cultural domains where other types of transgressions took place. Lanza argues, for 

instance, that fans of R&B—white fans in particular—often rejected pop music not only because it 

sounded ‘white’ but also because it entailed a sentimental form of masculinity central in romantic 

discourses (Vanilla Pop 2). Rock youth thereby ignored the fact that black pop also transgressed 

boundaries of race, class and gender mainly because black pop’s transgressions did not conform to 

rock’s type of subversions: rock affiliated itself with the black working class instead of black pop’s 

ideal of upward mobility; rock focused on the type of sexuality put forward in black genres such as the 

blues instead of black pop’s articulation of the white discourse of romantic love.  

This distinction between types of transgression also has consequences for the performativities 

that are permitted in both domains. The 1960s’ rock youth transgressed social boundaries and caused 

much social upheaval but the number of subjectivities that were allowed to act out these 

performativities was restricted. The teenpop of the 1960s, by contrast, also transgressed social 

boundaries although it simultaneously conformed to dominant middle-class ideals of gender; yet the 

number of subjectivities that are permitted within this domain is much larger. It is true that teenpop 

generally articulates the dominant discourse of white, heterosexual patriarchy. However, this 

conservatism provided a greater permissiveness concerning those who could enter the domain of pop 

and this entrance in itself may already have constituted a transgression of previously drawn 

boundaries. The black pop of the early 1960s illustrates this. This is a neglected period in the history 

of popular music.  

Feminists provide yet another outsider’s criticism of teenpop. Their criticism is not directed at 

teenpop per se but to the discourse of romance that dominates teenpop. It has often been argued that 

the discourse of romance articulates the status quo of patriarchy that confines the female teenager to 

domesticity and her future role as wife and mother. Angela McRobbie, for instance, has analysed teen 

magazines and has distinguished several codes that operate in Jackie magazine: the code of beauty, of 

personal and domestic life, of fashion and of romance (‘Jackie Magazine’ 79). Although there is much 
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truth in these analyses, they do not take into account the extent in which romance as a discourse 

historically changes. Romance is, then, a domain in which fresh contact comes to the fore not through 

progression or innovation per se but through ‘a changed relationship of distance from the object and a 

novel approach in assimilating, using and developing the proffered material’ (Mannheim 293). 

Moreover, it is not so much that teenpop reflects changing courtship rituals and popular 

understandings of romance—although that happens too—but that it also contributes to that change. 

There may be many correspondences between the teen idols of the early 1960s and the late 1990s, 

which I believe to be true: notions such as ‘love’, ‘romance’, ‘vulnerability’ and ‘innocence’ have 

been and still are consistent characteristics of teenpop. Yet, how teenpop defines it as a quality of 

character has changed through the years. The ideal of marriage has also changed. Whereas it used to 

be the traditional point of transition into adulthood for most girls, in the late 1990s it was no longer 

considered the exclusive goal for teenage girls or their only option for entering into adulthood. This 

change is also articulated by teenpop. The goal of marriage that lies behind many songs from female 

teenpop artists from the early 1960s has receded into the background of teenpop of the 1990s. 

Although a historically comparative analysis lies beyond the scope of this study, I will analyse some 

of these matters in the paragraph on the female teenage lover. 

The relation between teenpop and rock youth should, finally, also be related to the question of 

age and the body. Generally speaking one can argue that while the maturity of rock youth makes it 

possible for adults to appropriate it as well, teenpop artists are ‘trapped’ in the teenage body. This 

argument has some accuracy if one looks at the marketing truism that a teenpop star’s career is 

necessarily short-lived. This idea relates as much to the body of the artist as that of the audience. So a 

teenpop career ends when the artist grows up, leaving the biologically defined teen years behind. The 

Puerto Rican boy band Menudo, who were famous in South America during the 1980s, was literally 

based on this rule. The group had a constant change of members (Ricky Martin was one of them) since 

each member had to leave the group on reaching the age of sixteen and were then replaced by new, 

younger male members.13 A teenpop artist’s career is also of necessity short, it is said, because the 

female teen audience’s infatuation with a teen idol represents a short period in their puberty that 

quickly passes when the girl fan starts to be interested in real boys instead of an idol. It is more 

complicated than this, however. Leaving the question of the audience’s age aside, there are also 

teenpop performers who are in their late twenties: Rick Springfield, Kevin Richardson from the 

Backstreet Boys and Chris Kirkpatrick from NSync. Furthermore, teenpop is not only restricted to the 

teenage body in a biological sense; it is also a question of generic conventions concerning age, body 

and maturity. There are also teenage artists who are not ‘trapped’ in their body because they are not 

teenpop artists; they make music in a different genre. For instance, rock artist Avril Lavigne and soul 

singer Joss Stone are already affiliated with a certain maturity their teenpop colleagues of the same age 

supposedly do not have because Lavigne and Stone work in the domain of rock and soul respectively. 

So the non-rebellious form of masculinity and femininity in teenpop constructs the artist’s body as 
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immature while the rebellion of rock and the emotional experiences narrated in soul articulate the 

artist’s body as mature, irrespective of the biological age of the artists.  

From the perspective of rock, teenpop is the inauthentic and artificial other against which rock 

youth defines itself as ‘sincere’. According to rock’s ideology, teenpop artists and audiences are being 

duped because they are controlled by the manipulations of the entertainment business and Svengali-

type managers. Of course, one could argue that it is actually rock youth who is being duped because it 

claims authenticity based on their subversive underground status while it is actually a mainstream, 

mass-mediated phenomenon. Although this debate about authenticity appears to put rock youth and 

teenpop in opposite camps, rock culture’s claims of authenticity actually implicates teenpop within the 

domain of ‘youth’. The notion of ‘youth’ revolves around the ideal of not being trapped in age; it is 

therefore characterised by a simultaneous rejection and connection to the idea of ‘the teenager’ of 

teenpop. Rock culture needs teenpop as its repudiated other in order to assume its own identity of 

‘youth’ as maturity, rebellion and authority. Rock’s claims of maturity explain perhaps why it is 

possible for adults to appropriate ‘youth’ as well. This transgenerational move authenticates ‘youth’ by 

making it more serious, ‘timeless’ and ‘classic’. Yet, this transgenerationality also threatens to 

transform genres of ‘youth’ into music of adults. New members of a youth genre are therefore always 

needed in order for a musical genre to remain associated with ‘youth.’ However, to some extent these 

new members of rock culture are already associated with maturity due to genre conventions—hence 

the ‘maturity’ of young artists such as Avril Lavigne and Joss Stone. It is here that youth’s affiliations 

with teenpop come to the fore. Notwithstanding the dominant identity of ‘youth’ not being trapped in 

age, it is rock’s connection to teenpop and the idea that teenpop is trapped in its age, that rock itself 

also seems to have kept a link to the teenage body and is authenticated in that way. In other words, 

rock youth’s claims of authenticity are based on the contradictory values of an authoritative maturity, 

i.e. its affiliations with ‘the adult’ and the immaturity of the young, i.e. its affiliations with ‘the 

teenager.’  

The temporalities of teenpop 
Like videos from the domains of ‘youth’, teenpop videos also produce imaginary futures in an eternal 

present and the time experience of fashion; yet these temporalities are not a negation of or rebellion 

against an ‘adult’ time frame. The eternal present of teenpop videos is based on a tension between the 

time experience of romantic yearnings and the temporality of party and fun. Although the eternal 

present of teenpop videos offers an escape from school and work, it is simultaneously imbedded in the 

routines of everyday life. This relationship between escape and the everyday can also be found in the 

time experience of fashion. While teenpop videos offer fun as an escape from the boredom of the 

everyday, it does not claim to be more than a mere momentary diversion. The final temporality of 
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‘youth’, its transgenerationality, is not present in teenpop. Instead I will analyse various strategies that 

artists have used in order to get out of the domain of teenpop in order to ‘grow up.’    

The eternal present of ‘youth’ is created in teenpop videos through the depiction of parties; yet 

the meaning of these parties is different from the fun celebrated in rock or hip-hop. While parties in 

rock and hip-hop videos may articulate fun, they also refer to something that is more serious than is 

immediately visible. Rock youth’s identity of fun is simultaneously a negation of adult values such as 

a temporality of discipline (work), reflecting beforehand on the possible consequences of one’s actions  

(responsibility) and planning a future (a career, a family, buying a house). This rebellion of rock 

youth’s eternal present has a serious undertone as it represents a way of life—or so it is celebrated by 

rock aficionados. In hip-hop videos, the posh parties are not only about fun but also about a rapper’s 

victorious celebration of wealth and upward mobility from the confinements of the ghetto. Moreover, 

both rock and hip-hop refer to a subversive, illegal and dangerous form of fun in their consumption of 

drugs. Conversely, the party in teenpop videos does not have this rebellious or aggressive undertone. 

Rebellion against the dullness or coercion of daily routines does sometimes exist but it remains 

innocent and playful.14 This innocent playfulness is a result of teenpop’s openness to adult culture. 

Historically, the idea of the ‘teenager’ relates to adult culture and in this respect the ‘teenager’ has 

more similarities with ‘adolescence’ than with ‘youth.’ ‘Youth’ can be defined by an identity that is 

claimed by youths themselves and part of this identity is a rejection of adult culture. The teenager by 

contrast is an identity imposed by or at least approved of by adults. In this way the teenager is similar 

to the adolescent—which was ultimately a construction of the adult, middle-class imagination. This in-

between position of the ‘teenager’ vis-à-vis the ‘adolescent’ and ‘youth’ can be seen in the way the 

notion of the teenager is related to fun. Teenpop’s connection to adult culture can be explained 

historically by the ways in which ‘fun’ was to a certain extent an adult ideal imposed on teenagers and 

by teenpop’s continuation of entertainment values that were already celebrated by adult artists and 

audiences.

In the United States of the 1940s, the idea emerged among adults that teenagers were entitled 

to have some fun, although this fun should be kept within the limits of what was considered decent 

and appropriate behaviour. Palladino describes how organised recreation was considered, according to 

expert opinion, the right solution to the problem of juvenile delinquency caused first and foremost by 

the swing music craze (81-93). The Office of Community War Services therefore introduced the ‘teen 

canteens.’ These were clubs where teenagers could dance to jukebox music and consume soft drinks—

the teen canteens were also sponsored by Coca Cola and Royal Crown. The teen canteens were a mix 

of adult guidance and teenage initiative. The adult sponsorship consisted of certain rules that were 

imposed: only high school students were allowed entrance to the canteens; alcohol, gambling and 

pick-up dates were forbidden. Yet, while the teen canteens were meant to keep youngsters from the 

street and teach them the skills of organisation and management, they were also supposed to reflect, to 

some extent, teenagers’ tastes. Recreation specialists also supported the initiative of the teen canteen. 
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They claimed that ‘decent young citizens’ had ‘a right to fun “without the fear of temptation”’ 

(Palladino 85). One specialist claimed that ‘”by establishing youth centers now” the government could 

teach boys and girls the value of wholesome recreation, a lesson they would carry over to a happy 

married life’ (Palladino 85). This idea of the right to recreation can also be found in the teenage 

market of the 1950s where teenage novels advocated the idea that teenagers ‘should have an active 

social life, and that they could be taught how to enjoy one’ (Palladino 110).  

The fact that teenpop is structured according to the ideology of entertainment provides another 

explanation for the fact that teenpop’s celebration of fun is connected to adult culture. Entertainment’s 

ideal is a relief from the exhaustion, fragmentation and monotony of everyday life but it does not 

negate or undermine adult institutions like school and work. Teenpop’s entertainment ideology of fun 

and free time is, in this respect, not that different from ‘adult entertainment’ such as Broadway 

musicals and Tin Pan Alley music, where the same values are put forward. However, while adults 

always have their responsibilities to think of, even in their leisure time (taking care of the children, 

cleaning and repairing the house, paperwork), the teenager has a privileged position to the extent that 

he or she has more free time to spend on parties and fun. This privileged position is sometimes hinted 

at in teenpop videos as we get a glimpse of ‘adult’ life. For example, in A*Teens’ SUPER TROUPER a 

family comes home and the little girl immediately leaves her parents behind in the car, to go to her 

room in order to experience the special world of A*Teens. In CANDY, Mandy Moore also leaves her 

parental home in order to have fun with her friends. Although pop music offers a diversion from work 

and school, it is also, nevertheless, inextricably related to the rhythms of everyday life. Frith describes 

this as follows: ‘Fun is an escape from the daily grind (which is what makes it pleasurable) but is, on 

the other hand, integrated with its rhythms—the rhythms of work and play, production and 

consumption’ (Performing Rites 41-2). Although his argument applies to rock music as well, it is often 

undermined by rock’s claim to seriousness and its frequent use of art and folk discourses. In teenpop, 

by contrast, the relationship between ‘fun’ and the everyday is not negated and sometimes even put to 

the fore. This can be seen in the aspect of the ideology of entertainment that focuses on the hard work 

that entertaining involves. So Broadway musicals that revolve around a group of characters putting on 

a show and films such as Fame and Flashdance and television series such as Fame, Idols and Making 

the Band all put forward the hard work of training the body and the voice. Here the relationship 

between fun and the everyday routine of work is established by presenting fun as something 

accomplished by work and as something that needs work, training, ambition, persistence and 

overcoming one’s own shortcomings. 

Unlike rock youth, the parties in teenpop videos do not seriously disturb or subvert the normal 

daily routine. Britney Spears’ BABY ONE MORE TIME illustrates this. While the video celebrates a 

teenage party that serves to escapes the monotony of school life, the rhythm of the school day remains 

intact. The video starts with a juxtaposition between the time experience of school and of music. 

Britney Spears sits in the classroom while she waits for the bell to ring. Not only Britney but also the 
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others in the class—including the teacher—are bored. The routine ticking of the clock is juxtaposed 

with Britney’s impatient irregular tapping of her pencil on her book and her foot against the table leg: 

time drags. A bell then interrupts the boredom of the monotony of the ticking clock and introduces the 

temporality of the music (a 4:4 beat). After the fun and dance during the break, the bell rings a second 

time (reinstalling the monotony of the clock) and everybody hurries back to class. Although the last 

shot shows a bored Britney once again sitting in the classroom, she suddenly smiles. The video depicts 

school as boring, but its existence is not questioned or seriously attacked. In a similar vein, Steps’ 

STOMP does not question or subvert the authority of an adult boss. In the video, the members of Steps 

secretly have a party in the house of their boss who is away on a weekend business trip. When he 

returns earlier than expected, they quickly clean the house so that he won’t find out. The video is then 

a variation on the familiar theme of teenagers having a party when their parents are away. In rock this 

theme may be used in order to subvert the adults’ authority by trashing their space. Conversely, in 

STOMP the adult boss’ authority is consolidated as the members of Steps try to cover up their mischief.         

Often, parties in teenpop videos are not opposed to or an escape from daily routines and adult 

institutions and authorities but integrated in daily routines and imbedded in moments of everyday life. 

In REACH teenpop group SClub7 transforms the monotony of everyday life into fun through colour. 

The teenpop group travels in a truck whose pink gas transforms the pale colours of the bored people in 

a dormitory village. Similarly, the colourful truck and clothes of the SClub7 members and the magical 

candy that they distribute affects the sluggishness of the people, bringing colour to their everyday 

lives. In other teenpop videos, parties may happen during school detention (A*Teens’ DANCING

QUEEN and Five’s EVERYBODY GET UP) or during a working day (Britney Spears’ CRAZY, A*Teens’ 

MAMA MIA). Videos also depict teenagers having a good time at home—usually depicted in the 

suburbs (Five’s GOT THE FEELING and Mandy Moore’s CANDY). Holidays are also a favourite period 

for parties. Summer holidays are a classic theme in this respect as famously sung and narrated in the 

Cliff Richard’s teenpic SUMMER HOLIDAY from 1963. See for example Steps’ 5, 6, 7, 8, A*Teens’ 

SUGAR RUSH and SClub7’s BRING IT ALL BACK. Winter holidays are also the backdrop for teenpop 

fun such as in Steps’ HEARTBEAT or the Backstreet Boys’ I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART. Weather 

conditions have, in this respect, a different meaning than they do in hip-hop videos. In hip-hop videos 

sun and a swimming pool articulate the wealth and fabulous life of the pimp whose hedonism 

represents his attitude to life. In teenpop videos nice weather is a sign of the teenager’s free time, 

holiday and outdoor fun with friends. 

 The eternal present is, however, also articulated through another pervasive theme in teenpop: 

the imaginary future of love. Most teenpop songs are love songs and many videos have a romantic 

address. An early study of love songs from 1957 can be found in Donald Horton’s article ‘The 

Dialogue of Courtship in Popular Song.’ According to him, love songs articulate the experiences of 

dating and courtship. The love song offers the youth audience an imaginary future where romantic 

relationships are enacted. For a youth audience who have not yet experienced love or who are about to 
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experience love, the love song provides a way to experiment with courtship rituals in the imagination. 

Love songs, Horton argues, present ‘a conventionalized panorama of future possibilities’ (25). This 

theme is explicitly addressed in some teenpop videos in which a teenager’s romance is presented as a 

fantasy or a dream. For example, in Mandy Moore’s WALK ME HOME the video starts with Mandy as 

an audience member standing at the edge of a red carpet of a movie premiere. During the video we see 

her in romantic scenes with the male movie star but after their first kiss it all turns out to be Mandy’s 

fantasy. Similarly, in Britney Spears’ BORN TO MAKE YOU HAPPY the romance takes place in 

Britney’s dream.   

Horton makes an inventory of all the themes in love songs and he places them in an imaginary 

meta-narrative by identifying each theme as a successive stage or act in ‘the drama of courtship.’ So 

themes of wishing and dreaming are the prologue to the actual courtship (act I). The celebration of 

mutual love is the theme of the honeymoon (act II) followed by ‘the downward course of love’ (act 

III). The last act revolves around themes of loneliness, despair or newly-found freedom.15 So love 

songs narrate a fragment of romance while it simultaneously implies the much larger narrative of the 

entire relationship. Mark Booth argues in this respect that popular songs construct a mood or a pose in 

close-up. Instead of creating a dynamic and progressive narrative, the song offers a tableau (162). So 

Christina Aguilera’s ‘Genie in a Bottle’ hints at a future relationship when she sings about how a boy 

should approach her if he would like to be romantically involved with her. NSync’s ‘Gone’, by 

contrast, nostalgically looks back at a relationship during Justin Timberlake’s lamentations about a 

failed romance. So the love song does not tell the story of the entire courtship but always focuses on 

an individual feeling such as yearning, exhilaration or despair. This feeling is usually articulated as 

being so overwhelming that time stands still and the feeling is experienced in the eternal present.  

 This duality of the eternal present—partying and love—is often present in the music and in the 

accompanying music video. So the lyrics of a song may express romantic yearning while the music 

provides up-tempo dance rhythms. The two temporalities are also often distributed along the song’s 

parts, reserving the verses for the intimate romantic parts while the chorus articulates the energy and 

exuberance of a fun party. This tension within teenpop’s eternal present is transferred to music videos 

in multiple and complex ways. In some videos the temporalities of fun and love correspond, constantly 

echoing each other and it is hard to tell them apart. Thus the party is a moment of courtship rituals 

(NSync’s GIRLFRIEND) or love is celebrated as if it were a party (Britney Spears’ CRAZY), or the 

music itself is the object of the singer’s love. Since the ‘you’ in love songs is often not specified, the 

addressee is often ambiguous and this ambiguity can also be found in the definition of the video’s 

eternal present. In Britney Spears’ I’M A SLAVE 4 U—that actually belongs to pop youth and not 

teenpop because of its focus on eroticism—it remains uncertain whether Britney addresses the love 

song to the boy at the party, to the music that obviously ‘enslaves’ her or even to herself in some shots 

where she stands in front of a mirror watching herself dance or to a collective ‘you’ as the dance 

routine suggests sexual orgy at the end. It is the overall theme of enslavement and the temporality of 
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intensity and absorption that unites the time experience of the party and that of erotic love. Most 

videos, though, do not merge the temporalities of partying and love. Instead they play out the temporal 

tension through an alternation between exuberance and sadness, acceleration and retardation, 

expanding and confining space and collectivity and individuality.  

In Britney Spears’ BABY ONE MORE TIME the tension between the two temporalities is present 

in the song and appears throughout the whole video. ‘Baby One More Time’ is a typical love song 

about the wish for reunion with a lost love. On the one hand the music of the song underlines the 

feelings expressed in the lyrics. Spears’ erotic singing emphasises her passionate love and the music 

underlines the regret in the lyrics because it is set in a minor key—a code often used in Western 

musical cultures to evoke sadness. On the other hand, the music of the song also seems to contradict 

the sentimentality of the song lyrics. Whereas the lyrics imply a ballad, the heavily foregrounded, 

slightly up-tempo beat suggests that ‘Baby One More Time’ is a dance song. The imperative of the 

beat both underlines and subverts the lyrics. The beat goes against the feelings of regret and nostalgic 

love while it turns the desperate plea ‘Hit me baby one more time’ into an aggressive imperative. The 

force of the imperative is consolidated by the way ‘hit’ is sung: staccato and fierce. This tension 

between the music and the lyrics can also be found in the imagery of the video. The video is set in a 

high school where Spears and her friends dance and have fun during a break, celebrating their free 

time. There are several shots that explicitly address the love story of the lyrics: shots of an energetic 

dance in the hallway are juxtaposed with close-ups of Spears standing alone in front of the lockers 

singing sadly; outside, Spears sits alone in a car singing regretfully while in other shots she dances 

with her friends. The temporal tension between the fun of free time and the romantic despair even 

occurs during the singing of one word or phrase. For example, there are two shots edited during the 

line ‘I shouldn’t have let you go.’ The cut between the two shots occurs when Spears makes a 

melismatic performance of ‘go’.16 In the first shot Spears dances amidst her fellow students and 

Spears’ singing appears to underline her movement and the groove of the music and not the regret 

articulated in the lyrics. In the next shot the same tone is continued but acquires a different meaning: 

Spears now stands alone in front of the lockers and she sings with a serious look while shaking her 

head a little and regretfully closing her eyes for a short moment. In another shot, the fun dance 

performance explicitly subverts the romantic discourse of the lyrics. For example, during the sad line 

‘something wasn’t right here’, Spears seems to rather enjoy the music: while she sings, Spears 

foregrounds the rhythm by stretching her arm on the beat with a laugh. The alternation between the 

sad love and the fun party constitutes, then, an eternal present that constantly changes tempo, moving 

between the acceleration and up-tempo of the party mood and the retardation of romantic yearning and 

between the nostalgia of a lost love and an imaginary future of fun. The temporal tension can also be 

found in the way the video constructs space. While the exuberant dance movements of Britney and her 

friends claim space and celebrate the possibility of moving freely in and out of places, the close-ups of 
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Britney seem to confine her in a small space as if the space around her actually weighs on her, echoing 

the oppressive feeling of the broken heart narrated in the lyrics.17

        

The second form of youth’s temporality, the time experience of fashion, indicates another difference 

of value between rock youth and teenpop. According to Frith, the time experience of fashion in 

popular music is inextricably related to the temporality of boredom: ‘Even as it [the temporality of 

fashion] is enjoyed, though, popular music is confirming the premises on which its pleasures depend—

that time changes and nothing happens, that this is a momentary diversion’ (157). Although all forms 

of popular music are structured according to this temporal mechanism, rock and pop adopt different 

attitudes towards it. Rock tries to negate its own status of ephemerality by adopting either a folk 

discourse or an art discourse. The folk discourse plays down the time experience of fashion because it 

values a community’s musical tradition. In the art discourse, music also negates its status of 

ephemerality because the music is considered to be meaningful in a way that transcends the moment 

and indicates the timeless, ‘classic’ status of music—an argument often made with regard to the 

Beatles. Pop music does not make such claims. It does not pretend to be more than a momentary 

diversion from the routines of everyday life. Its quality is commercially defined by its position in the 

sales charts and the hit status also foregrounds pop music’s ephemerality.  

NSync’s ironic video POP foregrounds and celebrates pop music’s ephemerality through the 

‘temporality’ of bubbles. The video starts with a girl in a suburban house whose attention is attracted 

to the television by a telsell programme, presented by Justin Timberlake. In a tongue-in-cheek 

performance he tries to sell a liquid called ‘pop’ and as the fluid’s bubbles flow out of the bottle 

through the television screen into the girl’s bedroom, she is affected by it: she is drawn into the 

television to the world of ‘pop’ where NSync have an exhilarating party. The bubble metaphor is 

continued in a shot where a girl blows her gum into a bubble and in another shot of balloons that burst 

above the partying crowd, evoking a ‘popping’ sound. The video ends with the girl back in her 

bedroom. In a close-up of her eye, her iris reflects a tiny version of the pop world, suggesting that it 

was just a hallucination from the liquid’s bubbles. The video plays with the notion of pop being 

bubblegum music and mind candy. Yet, against general opinion—that is, from the perspective of 

adults and rock culture—the video uses it to celebrate an important value of pop music: life must be 

taken lightly—except in matters of the heart—and this also relates to the music that pretends to be 

nothing more yet certainly also nothing less than a momentary diversion and fun experience. So the 

video of POP offers an experience caught in a bubble that is flabbergasting, exuberant and energetic 

but that may ‘pop’ anytime. Although the camp performance of POP is not representative of most 

teenpop videos, it does indicate how the entertainment ideology of pop is about ‘the vanity of 

believing that cheap music is potent enough to take on nothingness’ (Frith, Performing Rites 157).

Since teenpop does not negate its commercial status or its ephemeral quality it is perhaps the 

musical genre most susceptible to Adorno’s type of criticism of the repetitions in popular music. 
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Indeed, although Adorno’s argument is about popular music in general, one can easily see how 

teenpop is implied as the most baneful example within his analysis. This can be seen in his description 

of two types of mass behaviour that reflect the way in which the standardisation of popular music 

successfully represses audiences. The first type is prevalent among youth—‘the radio generation’—

who are obedient to the music’s rhythms, and who are most susceptible to a ‘masochistic adjustment 

to authoritarian authoritative collectivism’ (312). The second type of mass behaviour is analogous to 

the emotional disposition of the female moviegoer. She is drawn to romanticism, which 

simultaneously offers her the possibility of wish fulfilment and the realisation that one will not attain 

the happiness the sentimental movie or song promises, leading to a cathartic weeping (Adorno 312-3). 

The two types of consumers together seem to describe the female listener of teenpop: the teenybopper. 

Rock culture often uses arguments similar to those developed by Adorno in its rejection of teenpop. 

Notwithstanding the fact that genres such as rock or hip-hop are, like teenpop, also implicated in the 

commercial mechanisms of the music industry, other values such as authenticity, art and integrity 

often conceal the commodity status of these genres. In pop music, by contrast, it is openly 

acknowledged that a high ranking in the hit parade equals quality. From a commercial point of view, 

the motive behind writing a catchy ‘hook’ is for the pop song to become a hit in order to make profit. 

In this respect, it is undeniable that popular music—and this applies equally to rock and hip-hop—

serves the capitalist goal of making profit. However, this does not mean that the pop song can be 

reduced to its commercial status. Indeed, as I have argued in the first chapter, analyses such as 

Adorno’s disregard the ways in which black music traditions and their different approach to repetition 

is an equally important part of the history of the development of popular music. This is not only true 

for genres such as rock and hip-hop but also for teenpop. Indeed, James Snead’s concept of ‘the cut’ 

can also be found in the music of teen idols. As in most forms of popular music, in teenpop one can 

also find the cut in its rhythms, melodies and performances although teenpop, in comparison with hip-

hop, puts the idea of ‘breaks’ and ‘rupture’ less to the fore. In a similar manner to other genres, 

teenpop’s temporality of fashion and its valorisation of novelty is actually structured like the cut: a 

novelty that is incorporated in the repetitive structures of the music. In teenpop the valorisation of 

novelty focuses on the song’s ‘hook’ and on the stylisation of the body and on dance.      

Teenpop values a catchy ‘hook.’ Although the hook is important in all genres of popular 

music, it has a special status within the ideology of pop due to the fact that it explicitly values a high 

ranking in the hit parade. Stephen Citron defines a ‘hook’ as follows: ‘The most memorable fragment 

of the song. A hook may be lyric, melodic, or rhythmic, in the “sound” of the recording, or even a part 

of the back-up. It is what we come away with after first hearing the song, the “essential” without 

which no song can achieve hit status’ (325). Historically, the idea of the hook relates to the Tin Pan 

Alley composer’s concept of ‘the punch.’ The ‘punch’ in a song is meant to attract the listener’s 

attention and make the song memorable. Often a particular melody or the title of the song functions as 

the punch line (Tawa 165-6). One aspect of the originality of song writing—and here the structure of 
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the cut can be found and the alternation between unpredictability and serialisation of fashion’s 

temporality—is not to come up with something completely new but to work creatively with clichés, or 

as Philip Furia puts it: ‘In the lyrics of Tin Pan Alley, similarly, we must listen, not for new ideas or 

deep emotion, but for the deftness with which the lyricist solves the problem posed by a song of the 

1930s: “What Can You Say in a Love Song That Hasn’t Been Said Before?”’ (15). Concerning the 

teenpop of the late 1990s, a songwriter who has written many hit songs is Max Martin. His songs 

include, amongst others, Britney Spears’ ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’ and ‘Oops! I Did It Again’ 

and the Backstreet Boys’ Everybody and As Long As You Love Me.’ According to Vernallis, the 

hook is that part of the song which is most likely to come to the fore in music videos (156) and this is 

certainly true for the above-mentioned hits.    

Besides the originality of the hook there is often also a visual hook in teenpop videos: style 

and dance operate according to the logic of the cut as well, or as Frith puts it: ‘the most important 

“permanent” element of pop music is not the event but the star. A performance is always, that is to 

say, a performance in a history of performances; an “image” (like a stylistic “voice”) describes change 

within continuity’ (Performing Rites 210-1). So change or originality in teenpop is defined as a 

creative choice of dress, hair, body style or dance move. For instance, Britney Spears has adopted an 

increasingly erotic appearance, which has become a visual hook. Her catholic school uniform in BABY 

ONE MORE TIME, her red latex suit in OOPS!...I DID IT AGAIN or her leather pants with a pink panty 

worn over it in I’M A SLAVE 4 U have become outstanding features of these videos and Spears’ star 

identity. In the latter video Spears’ long, sweaty hair that constantly moves and sticks to her face, 

underlining the temporality of absorption and intensity, is another visual hook. The body can change 

and stand out as well. An example from pop youth instead of teenpop is Madonna’s CHERISH where 

she displayed her newly developed muscles, articulating a different mode of femininity (Vernallis 

210). Another visual hook that is inextricably linked to teenpop is the introduction of an original dance 

move or a new dance. Teenpop has often introduced dance crazes. The 1940s’ swing music craze (an 

arguable precursor of teenpop) introduced the Lindy Hop while teen idol Chubby Checker introduced 

The Twist in the early sixties.18 In most teenpop videos dance occupies a central role and in 5,6,7,8 the 

members of Steps introduce their own line dance where the movements are readily picked up by the 

other teenagers at the party.

The final temporality of ‘youth’, its transgenerationality, seems to be a contradiction in terms for 

teenpop. Teenpop is too much associated with the biological notion of the teenage body. ‘The 

teenager’ in teenpop, so it seems, is trapped in his or her age. Therefore, teenpop is not music that can 

persuade an adult audience to adopt it as their music too, even though teenpop is not so radically 

different from pop youth and is appreciated by adults nevertheless. With respect to teenpop, then, the 

question is not whether it is a transgenerational category but how teenpop artists can manage to have 

an alternative career after their teenpop years, how they can ‘grow up.’ In other words, how do 
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teenpop artists succeed in getting out of the domain of teenpop? While the career of teenpop artists is 

short-lived, some artists nevertheless have long, alternative careers in other domains such as pop youth 

or rock youth. However, looking at pop music’s history one must conclude that it is actually quite 

difficult to move out of the teenpop domain. There are numerous examples of teenpop artists who 

have failed to successfully pursue a career beyond their teenpop years, such as David Cassidy, Donnie 

Osmond, Tiffany and numerous girl groups.19 Yet other artists have managed to make a successful 

transition from teenpop to pop youth: Cliff Richard, Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, George Michael, 

Kylie Minogue and Robbie Williams. At the time of writing, teenpop artists Britney Spears, Christina 

Aguilera and Justin Timberlake are making attempts to move out of the domain of teenpop. Only time 

will tell if they succeed or not. Whereas it is relatively easy to move from rock into pop (Rod Stewart, 

Bryan Adams), it is quite difficult to make the reverse move. Even more difficult—or perhaps 

impossible—is to move from teenpop into the domain of rock youth. One group that did manage to 

make this transition quite successfully was the Beatles. Their relatively easy transition can be 

explained by the fact that in the early to mid 1960s the cultural divide between pop and rock was not 

yet fully developed (Whiteley 128).  

The Beatles’ movie A HARD’S DAY NIGHT is interesting in this respect because it marks the 

Beatles’ transition from ‘teenpop’ to ‘rock youth’. The film represents both characteristics of teenpop 

and rock youth. On the one hand, the movie depicts the phenomenon of ‘beatlemania’ and is filled 

with teenybopper fans. On the other hand, film director Richard Lester introduced an eclectic use of 

different styles, which aligned the film with the art world, rather than with teen culture. The film’s 

story of two days in the Beatles’ life is shot in a documentary, direct cinema style that evokes the 

social realism of the kitchen sink drama of the British new wave cinema. This is in the main illustrated 

by the use of location shooting, the natural lighting, the hand-held cameras and the use of an episodic, 

open-ended narrative. Moreover, A HARD DAY’S NIGHT was also one of the first movies not to use the 

single—a classic teenpop commodity—as their promotional tool but instead the album that endorses 

the authoritative maturity of rock youth.  

The film is ambivalent inasmuch as it unites sensibilities of both teenpop and rock youth. For 

example, there are some moments in the film where the Beatles betray a clear rock position by 

ridiculing the entertainment and marketing industry. The TV director of the show on which they 

appear is represented as a caricature who is constantly losing his nerves. The Beatles’ ironic distance 

and the fact that they remain unaffected by all the hustle and bustle surrounding them, suggests a level 

of maturity which rock youth adopts vis-à-vis teenpop artists which are supposedly manipulated by 

their shrewd Svengali-type managers and other people working in the entertainment industry.20 A 

common strategy of rock youth is to claim their subversive identity by rebelling against the business 

people surrounding them who represent ‘the establishment’. In A HARD DAY’S NIGHT this strategy is 

not fully developed, however, since the Fab Four’s managers and the TV director are ultimately not 

depicted as evil characters. Furthermore, while the Beatles sometimes argue with their manager and 
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the TV director, these are quite mild, non-serious arguments. The film also combines teenpop and rock 

youth through humour. The scene in which journalists interview the Fab Four illustrates this. Referring 

to the infamous fights between the two subcultures one journalist asks Ringo ‘Are you a mod or a 

rocker?’ Ringo answers: ‘I’m a mocker’. Another journalist suggests a possible troublesome 

relationship between father and son when he asks Paul ‘Do you often see your father?’ Paul replies 

‘No we’re just good friends’. By joking, the Beatles adopt an ironic distance and a somewhat 

rebellious attitude towards the media and in so doing secure their rock youth identity; yet, their 

answers simultaneously play down their rebellious identity and transgenerational conflict. 21

 A HARD DAY’S NIGHT  reveals strategies for moving from the domain of teenpop into the 

domain of ‘youth.’ Some of these strategies are based on some level of maturity that constituencies of 

youth (rock, hip-hop, pop) claim. One of these forms of maturity is the idea of not being trapped by 

the machinations of the entertainment industry that teenpop artists supposedly are. If we look at some 

recent examples of artists, their transition into the domain of ‘youth’ is often understood within the 

context of narratives of maturity that suggest a symbolic if not actual growing up which is needed to 

move out of the domain of teenpop. One dominant scenario is the artist who tries to get out of a killer 

contract or who breaks with his or her Svengali-type manager. This narrative is mostly associated with 

male artists and more particulary with boy bands. A famous early example of this is the Monkees. 

Their insistence on playing their own instruments and writing their own material and their rejection of 

the roles imposed upon them by Don Kirshner and his staff has been repeated by many teenpop artists 

since. For instance, the New Kids on the Block fired their manager and originator Maurice Starr while 

the Backstreet Boys and NSync filed lawsuits against their manager Lou Pehrlman. These types of 

lawsuits and break-ups are often understood in terms of them being a rite of passage for teenpop 

artists: by standing up against the parental and authoritative figure of the teenpop manager, they prove 

the rebellious maturity of ‘youth.’ Another rite of passage is that of an artist from a group who goes 

solo: Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, George Michael, Robbie Williams and Justin Timberlake. The 

artist’s accounts that always figure in interviews and other publicity material of ‘doing it on your own’ 

without the support of the group, are always dominated by stories of maturing and ‘finally doing and 

being who you really are’ instead of conforming to the group’s identity.  

What is striking in these examples of artists moving into the domain of pop youth, is the extent 

in which ‘maturity’ and ‘finding one’s own identity’ is understood in terms of rebellion. This rebellion 

is often the rebellion of pop youth. With regard to pop music (as opposed to teenpop), a distinction  

can be made between pop music that has a family audience—constituting what Frith has called ‘family 

pop’—and pop music that articulates rebellion and thereby assumes a youthful identity thus what I 

would call ‘pop youth’. While the former is represented by artists such as ABBA, Barbara Streisand 

and Celine Dion, the latter can be found amongst artists such as Madonna, Elton John, Cindy Lauper 

and the Spice Girls. A successful—although ultimately unsuccessful—transition from teenpop to pop 

youth has been made by Michael Jackson. In the early 1980s, Jackson changed from a sweet, happy 
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teen star into a rebellious artist who identified himself with horror movies (THRILLER), street gangs 

(BEAT IT), rock culture (DIRTY DIANA) and a general image of being ‘bad’ while still clearly 

remaining within the domain of pop youth as ‘the king of pop.’ Pop youth is then similar to rock youth 

in the way it adopts a certain rebellion and an ‘I don’t care what people think’ attitude. Still, there 

remain important differences between rock youth and pop youth: the former celebrates the position of 

troublemaker, actively advocating a ‘fuck you’ attitude; the latter transgresses boundaries while 

advocating a liberal attitude of ‘respecting other people.’ Unlike rock youth’s rebellion, pop youth’s 

rebellion does not actively exclude other groups. Pop youth’s rebellion is always combined with pop 

music’s universal appeal. Although pop youth’s rebellion is therefore not always as visible as rock or 

hip-hop youth’s subversions, it does become more apparent amongst those artists that move out of the 

domain of teenpop.  

The rebellion most characteristic of pop youth is the transgression of sexual roles. This 

rebellion may consist of articulating a sexually provocative performance of heterosexual femininity. 

This rebellion articulates female sexual desire while rebelling against either conservative moral 

conceptions of ‘decency’ or against feminists’ objections to women as sexual objects. Christina 

Aguilera’s controversial video DIRTY and Britney Spear’s I’M A SLAVE 4 U illustrate this strategy. 

These videos clearly depart from the ‘innocent’ femininity of their former videos. Another type of 

sexual rebellion is that of female artists’ flirting with lesbianism. Madonna is the most obvious 

example with her videos JUSTIFY MY LOVE and EROTICA. Her subversive performance with Britney 

Spears and Christina Aguilera on the MTV Awards of 2003, where she kissed both teenpop stars on 

the mouth, is quite significant in this respect. By kissing the two female teen artists, Madonna was 

actually inviting them into the domain of pop youth. This flirting with lesbianism was then continued 

in the video ME AGAINST THE MUSIC where Britney Spears and Madonna have a vaguely erotic 

encounter at the end. In MY PREROGATIVE Britney Spears also has a short erotic encounter with 

another woman. The reason I call this type of sexual transgressions ‘flirting’ is because they are 

always performed from the vantage point of heterosexuality. So although Madonna articulates her 

sexual experimentations, her heterosexual identity is never really questioned—everybody knows she is 

married to Guy Richie. Similarly, while Robbie Williams—one of the few male examples of this type 

of transgression—often makes a ‘naughty’ tongue-in-cheek performance that makes one wonder about 

his sexual orientation, his videos always consolidate his heterosexuality. Indeed, artists who have 

‘come out’ in public as homosexuals, such as George Michael or Elton John, are not really allowed or 

do not fully explore and articulate their identity in music videos, notwithstanding some videos such as 

Michael’s OUTSIDE, which does explicitly address homosexuality. 

Yet another way in which artists try to move out of the domain of teenpop is by adopting the 

rebellion and maturity of rock youth. Rock youth’s rebellion consists of a performance of aggressive, 

overtly sexual masculinity and a general romantic celebration of black authenticity. Some teenpop 

artists affiliate themselves with this type of transgression or with black authenticity. So whereas some 
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affiliate with white rock artists—Kylie Minogue doing a duet with Nick Cave, Christina Aguilera 

performing with Limp Bizkit, Justin Timberlake on stage with the Rolling Stones—another possibility 

is to be authenticated by black artists—George Michael singing a duet with Aretha Franklin or Mary J. 

Blige or Justin Timberlake having a guest appearance with Snoop Dog. A final strategy for escaping 

the domain of teenpop is by adopting an art discourse. Although the discourse of art is first and 

foremost characteristic of rock culture it can also be found in pop youth. For example, Madonna has 

used this strategy extensively not only in her numerous artful music videos but also in the way she 

constantly presents herself in the press as an artist. Christina Aguilera’s FIGHTER is another example. 

Floria Sigismondi, who became famous for her experimental videos with Gothic star Marilyn Manson, 

directed the video. The video uses an expressionist style and tells a symbolic story of ‘maturation’ as 

the former teenpop star transforms into a moth.    

Teenage lovers, young professionals and black teenpop
Teenpop is dominated by the love song and the dominant individual identity of the teenpop artist is 

that of the lover while his or her role as professional entertainer provides another important, 

interpretative frame of the teenpop video. The performance ritual of teenpop centres on the romantic 

dialogue of the love song. This dialogue is characterised by an articulation of uncertainty and 

vulnerability because the singer can never be sure whether his or her romantic yearnings and his or her 

wish for romantic union will be reciprocated by the addressee. The love song is therefore an unstable 

and risky form of dialogue because it depends upon the addressee as to whether the singer’s plea for 

love will become felicitous. Teenpop is a domain that centres on the exploration of heterosexuality. 

The figure of the male teenage lover must resolve his insecurity about becoming the active pursuer in 

courtship rituals while the female teenage lover explores her future identity of becoming a desirable 

heterosexual object by turning herself into an erotic spectacle without being permitted to articulate a 

self-conscious sexuality that would endanger the young girl’s supposed innocence. The teenpop 

artist’s role as a professional entertainer is another important yet problematic interpretative frame of 

teenpop videos. I will also shortly discuss the phenomenon of black teenpop. 

Love songs: the romantic dialogue and the teenager 

While most teenpop music has romance as its subject, the love song is not and has not been a specific 

teen genre. In his book The Way To Tin Pan Alley: American Popular Song, 1866-1910, Nicholas 

Tawa argues that the popular song, which emerged in post-Civil war America, was designed to reach a 

large as possible audience.22 In order to achieve this, lyrics were supposed to reflect common values 

that did not exclude anyone. Many songs thereby centred on a conscious yearning for love as an 

antidote to loneliness caused by emotional deprivation. The public mind was preoccupied with the 

problems of sustaining a satisfying relationship without losing one’s individual freedom. These 



Teenpop

118

problems referred to a growing egoistic hedonism and a survival of the fittest, which were themselves 

the result of a changing American life: processes of urbanisation, immigration and industrialisation 

made life uncertain, aimless and unpredictable. There was a need for intense feelings and the 

assurance of an emotional life as an antidote to the mechanical world outside. These preoccupations 

were found in popular songs, as its protagonists were often immigrants or country boys who moved to 

the cities and who were deprived of support once supplied by religion, community or family (17-18 

and 123-5).23 The Tin Pan Alley love song that was popular in the 1920s, the ‘torch’ song, had a more 

ambiguous relation to ‘youth.’ Central to the torch song was the identity of the torch singer. These 

were exotic-looking women in their twenties. John Moore argues that the female torch singer had a 

more mature appearance and a deeper voice than the teenage appearance and baby voice of the young 

women who were affected by the jazz craze: the flapper. Moreover, the torch singers did not share the 

alcoholic and sexual hedonism of ‘the flaming youth’ as the generation of the 1920s were called. 

Instead they articulated a belief in a meaningful life beyond lust and hangovers. While the female 

torch singers appealed to a wide audience, they were, on the other hand, particularly meaningful for a 

female youth audience. The torch song articulated a conflict in the then changing sexual and emotional 

life of young women who desired both emotional stability and emancipation. While the torch songs 

had an ambiguous relation to youth, the Tin Pan Alley songs of the 1920s up until the early 1950s—85 

percent of which were love songs (Furia 15)—were, according to Frith, primarily aimed at a family 

audience (Rock 40-1).24

The teenpop that emerged in the 1950s—from the songwriters from the Brill Building25—was 

in many ways a continuation of the Tin Pan Alley formulas and procedures, particularly in the way it 

centred on the love song (Frith, Rock 42). The love song, according to Donald Horton, deals with the 

difficulties and complexities of a love relationship. He argues that although love can be complicated 

for everyone, it is especially true for young lovers who grow up at different rates and whose ‘mutual 

adjustment is also subject to environmental difficulties and pressures’ (24). Horton therefore places the 

difference between the adult and the teen love song in the social-psychological function the song 

might have for a teenage audience. Frith defines the difference between the adult and teen love song 

on the level of lyrical subject matter: teenpop differs from Tin Pan Alley songs in the way it transfers 

the romantic lyrics to a teenage setting. So the love songs are filled with references to the teenage 

experience (Rock 41-2).26 While references to the teenage experience of love might be often difficult 

to find in teenpop from the late 1990s, music videos are less ambiguous.27 So whereas Britney Spears’ 

‘Baby One More Time’ is not a song about teen love per se, the accompanying video sets the song in 

high school.28

Although some songs merely tell about a certain feeling or experience, Horton argues that 

most songs articulate a reproach, demand or complaint and thereby solicit a response from the 

addressee. Love songs are therefore, Horton argues, pieces of an intimate dialogue between two 

lovers. The rules of this musical dialogue cannot be disentangled from the use of spoken language in 
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everyday life. Ann Powers argues that in everyday life people are not articulate in matters of the heart: 

‘For all the languages we’ve developed, the codes we’ve shared and broken, people are not eloquent at 

heart. We stumble; we don’t know what to say’ (190). According to Frith, love songs offer us ‘the 

means to articulate the feelings associated with being in love’ (Performing Rites 164). Musical genres 

have different ways in which the tension between desire, intense feelings, vulnerability and 

embarrassment is resolved.29 Teenpop is about the use of plain language, continuing the conventions 

of Tin Pan Alley which Tawa describes as follows: ‘(…) language is kept plain, graphic, relevant, and 

concrete. Abstract and unusual references are avoided’ (95).  

Another characteristic of the romantic dialogue is uncertainty about whether the singer’s love 

will be reciprocated. The love song is therefore about the vulnerability of language and the uncertainty 

of the dialogue it involves. There is always an anxiety about whether the other will give a desired 

answer or, worse, remain silent or indifferent. So whereas hip-hop is about rendering the opponent’s 

insult infelicitous by articulating a counter insult, love songs articulate a position of vulnerability 

because it foregrounds the addressee’s power to render the speaker’s speech act felicitous or not. In 

other words, the felicity of the lover’s requests is handed over to the addressee. Love songs are then 

about the constant possibility of a speech act’s failure and the desire for a felicitous romantic dialogue 

and union. In relation to the teenage experience, this anxiety about the lover’s declaration’s possible 

infelicity reveals a developmental crisis that Erikson has described as intimacy versus isolation. He 

locates this crisis in late adolescence and early adulthood. Intimacy—Erikson refers here not only to 

love but also to friendships and other intimate relations—is only possible after a certain development 

of identity formation. He defines true intimacy as a simultaneous union of and contrast between two 

identities. Intimacy is then only possible when the young person is certain about his or her own 

identity, i.e. when the self is clearly delineated. When this is not yet the case, the youth may have 

feelings of isolation, which means ‘the incapacity to take chances with one’s identity by sharing true 

intimacy’ (Identity 137). Youth is characterised therefore by a playful intimacy in which the 

boundaries between self and other are tested. This playful intimacy can be found in the tension 

between the singer’s vulnerable declaration of love and his dependency on the addressee to make the 

request for intimacy felicitous.30 While the romantic dialogue of the love song is a way of enacting this 

playful intimacy, it simultaneously articulates the anxiety about the possibility of failure.  

This anxiety about the failure of intimacy is characteristic of the love song and can also be 

found in teenpop videos. AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME illustrates this. In the video the Backstreet Boys 

are waiting to do an audition when four men enter who are supposedly the audition committee. They 

are followed, however, by six beautiful girls who turn out to be the real audition committee. The 

Backstreet Boys, who obviously did not expect this, are struck by their beautiful appearance and 

unsettled by the idea of auditioning for them. Then they start to sing about their unconditional love (‘I 

don’t care who you are, where you from, what you did’). The uncertainty of whether their love will be 

returned is related to the interpretation of the other’s look and the danger of misinterpretation: ‘People 
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say I’m crazy and that I am blind, risking it all in a glance.’ This risk is demonstrated in the girls’ 

behaviour. Their feelings remain unclear and their only goal seems to be to act in their own business 

interests. They often appear to simply ignore the Backstreet Boys’ performance by being preoccupied 

with talking to each other, making phone calls and reading documents. By contrast, in the Backstreet 

Boys’ I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART this anxiety is resolved but also put forward in the reassuring 

song title. The video starts with a scene in which some girls bond together over the break up of one of 

the girls with her boyfriend. Then the video shows the girls having fun with the Backstreet Boys. The 

failure of intimacy may be visualised in music videos through props: in HAVE YOU EVER a male 

member of SClub7 decides to leave the dirty dishes which seem to be a metaphor for the sadness about 

a lost love. Settings may also reflect a sad love: Brandy’s wandering through an empty house seems a 

metonymy for her unrequited love in HAVE YOU EVER? In some videos this anxiety is made 

‘invisible’. In GIRLFRIEND we only see the members of NSync having playful, intimate moments with 

some girls. Meanwhile, the lyrics, that tell about the singer’s unreachable love because she belongs to 

someone else, recede into the background. In DON’T LET ME BE THE LAST TO KNOW, Britney Spears 

is on a tropical island with her lover in various romantic and passionate scenes. While Spears sings 

with a yearning and sometimes sad face, it is at first sight difficult to discern what the problem is and 

what she wants ‘to know’. Only by switching one’s concentration from the video itself to focus on the 

lyrics do we discover that she needs to hear him declare his love for her (‘I need to hear you say, you 

need me all the way’). The lyrics revolve around the singer’s plea for love that is felicitous on a 

physical level (‘your body language says so much, I feel it in the way you touch’) while it remains 

unanswered on a verbal level. The video, by contrast, plays down this anxiety by focusing on the 

physical contact between Spears and her lover.     

Closely related to the discourse of romance and the moratorium of intimacy is the assumption 

of gender roles. Teenpop is about the uncertainty and difficulty of living up to gender roles deemed 

proper and desirable. So whereas hip-hop’s permitted performativity articulates rebellion by adopting 

negative identities, teenpop centres on ‘positive’ identities. In this respect teenpop videos confirm the 

status quo and in particular with, what Erikson has called, the development of sexual polarisation in 

which a certain role of masculinity or femininity—with variations according to culture and class—is 

adopted (Identity 186). Teenpop videos articulate the difficulties and anxieties of living up to the 

dominant standards of femininity and masculinity. Judith Butler has called these standards 

‘compulsory heterosexuality.’ Teenpop provides a moratorium in which teenage girls and boys 

experiment with their heterosexual identity and more particularly with the question of how to attract 

the opposite sex.31 In her analysis of subversive gender identities, Butler argues that ‘agency’ is 

located in the possibility of variation in the compulsory repetition of social roles. While Butler focuses 

her argument on the fact that this variation opens up the possibility of subverting gender roles, in 

teenpop it is not the subversive potential of this variation that is articulated but the anxiety for a 

variation that would produce a deviate identity that does not answer the demand of compulsory 
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heterosexuality. ‘The injunction to be a given gender’, Butler argues, ‘produces necessary failures, a 

variety of incoherent configurations that in their multiplicity exceed and defy the injunction by which 

they are generated. Further, the very injunction to be a given gender takes place through discursive 

routes’ such as ‘to be a heterosexually desirable object’ (Gender Trouble 185). Teenpop is not only 

about the anxiety of this failure and about the uncertainty of following the right trajectory leading 

towards a heterosexual gender identity, but also about exploring the variety of routes possible within 

that trajectory.

Teenpop groups offer this variety of possible routes leading to a heterosexual identity. The 

members of a teenpop group each have their own personalities and therefore present different 

modalities of femininity and masculinity possible within the discourse of romance, or in other words, 

different routes within the trajectory of heterosexual love. These different types of male and female 

teenagers can be quite formulaic. For example, in SClub7’s S CLUB PARTY, the members are 

introduced in the lyrics: ‘Jon is looking for romance, Paul is getting down on the floor while Hannah is 

screaming out for more’. The video also shows them with their names as if they are characters in a 

television series. Less cartoon-like are the Backstreet Boys amongst whom various roles of 

masculinity are distributed. Kevin represents the most traditional mode of white masculinity. His 

tallness, age—he is the oldest of the group—and calm personality conform to the traditional ideals of 

white masculinity: order, intellect and being ‘in control’. This control also relates to his voice. He is 

the one who sings the least solo parts and is least likely to ‘lose’ himself in his vocal performance—in 

contrast to Brian for example. Howard presents the role of ‘Latin lover’. His falsetto voice, long hair 

and shy, sensitive appearance make him a modern Rudolph Valentino. AJ offers a white ideal of black 

masculinity that is idealised in rock. His clothing style often hints at street culture while his 

appearance is always a bit rebellious. Brian is what one calls ‘a ladies man’. Frith argues that the 

identity of the ladies man in popular music depends on the male singer’s high-pitched voice, which 

has come to connote intimacy, emotion and seduction. By raising the pitch, the male singer increases 

the emotional intensity of his performance and the more his voice is strained, the more it sounds 

sincere (Performing Rites 195). This is particularly true for Brian who is the most soulful singer of the 

group. Brian’s sweet-voiced timbre and the way he often ends a lyrical phrase by using the highest 

notes of his chest voice makes his vocal performance often sound emotionally more intense. Nick is 

the youngest of the group and his body corresponds to this image: he has a baby face, blond hair and 

his voice sounds young as well. Indeed when the Backstreet Boys had just started Nick’s voice was 

about to break. These characteristics also add to the fact that Nick’s identity of being the youngest—

the Benjamin—is, more than the others, centred on vulnerability and innocence.  

The teenage male lover 

While most sites where the discourse of romance is articulated focus on the female investment in love 

(harlequin novels, soaps, women’s magazines), popular music articulates both female and male 
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perspectives of love (Frith, Performing Rites 164). Nevertheless, the figure of the male lover is not 

popular. It is not so much a negative identity as an identity that is permitted albeit less ‘preferable.’ 

This unpopularity of the male romantic singer can be traced back to the 1930s when male crooning 

received some resistance. For example, Bernard Gendron notes how Boston’s Cardinal O’Connor 

heard Bing Crosby’s crooning as ‘immoral and imbecile slush’ and as ‘a sensuous effeminate 

luxurious sort of paganism’ (300). Frith also names the case of the BBC who banned crooners for a 

short while because they were considered as unmanly and therefore unnatural (‘Art versus 

Technology’ 263-5). Even though crooning became very popular, its conventions have mostly been 

linked to the way it appealed to female audiences and not to the way it offers a particular type of 

masculinity to its male performers and possible male audiences. Whereas other cultural domains such 

as sports, computer games or rock and hip-hop are accepted moratoria for teenage boys’ masculinity, 

romance is a less obvious and acceptable one.  

The ‘problem’ for male singers in this respect lies in the way the articulation of love is in 

conflict with dominant norms of masculinity in general and in popular music in particular. For 

instance, a general ideal of white masculinity is intellectual distance, independence and being in 

control; rock and hip-hop centre on a masculinity of sexual desire and boastful aggression.32 Both 

these ideals run counter to the romantic lover’s vulnerability and his exploration of emotions and 

dependence on the other. The teenage male lover does not articulate sexual desire as does the male 

rebel in rock or hip-hop but instead articulates romantic love. In doing so, the male singer presents 

himself both as a subject (professing his love) and an object of love (wishing the addressee to 

reciprocate). Yet the latter position possibly undermines his heterosexual identity. Since the subject of 

desire is traditionally considered to be that of the male, to be the object of romantic desire for a man is 

to risk homosexuality. The male lover then faces a conflict between the love song’s two positions of 

being the subject of a romantic discourse—an effeminate mode of masculinity—and offering oneself 

as the possible object of the addressee’s love—an unstable position that risks homosexuality. These 

contradictions explain why the romantic lover is generally not a preferable role within dominant ideals 

of masculinity.

In boy band videos, masculinity is characterised by various vulnerabilities and instabilities. 

The male teen lover moves in the unstable space between seducing and attracting the opposite sex, 

between being the subject and object of romantic desire. These instabilities bring to the surface the 

male teenager’s insecurity of having to be the active pursuer in heterosexual courtship rituals. 

However, boy band videos also resolve these instabilities and vulnerabilities in various ways: the male 

lover ‘overcomes’ his vulnerable position and takes control in becoming the active pursuer in 

courtship rituals. The male teen lover’s vulnerability puts forward the possibility and anxiety of failure 

in the way gender should be performed while this anxiety is also often resolved, offering a victorious 

conformity to dominant gender norms.  
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An important aspect of the way gender is performed is style and this is also a possible terrain 

of failure. Butler argues that the performance of gender is articulated in the way a body is stylized: 

‘The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood 

as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the 

illusion of an abiding gendered self’ (Gender Trouble 179). The success of the male lover then 

depends on a convincing performance of styling the body and a failure of this performance is therefore 

clearly an aesthetic failure. Clothes and hairstyles are important in this respect. For example, when the 

Backstreet Boys sing and dance in AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME, they are represented as sincere, 

showing their ‘true’ selves. There are, however, also a few shots in which they try out different dress 

styles. Here the boys have obviously ridiculous outfits, making a performance that is a failure. The 

outfits make the performance artificial and dishonest. For example, what makes Nick and Howard’s 

appearance especially ridiculous is their hair. When Nick is ‘normal’ his hair is nicely combed but 

during the wardrobe try out shots, his hair is turned into a flicked-up mop. Howard’s long hair that is 

combed smoothly into a pony tail during the vocal and dance performance is changed into a curly head 

of hair in the wardrobe try out shots. Boys with this kind of hair and clothes, cannot be good lovers, 

the video appears to imply. There is, however, a way to resolve this aesthetic failure, namely through 

self-mockery. As Frith points out ‘performers always face the threat of the ultimate embarrassment: 

the performance that doesn’t work’ (Performing Rites 214). Frith continues by arguing that the only 

way out of the embarrassment is through self-mockery, through the pretension that it is all a joke (214-

5). This is precisely the way in which the wardrobe try out shots are in a sense not a failure. Despite 

their ridiculous outfits, all Backstreet Boys members try to make the best of it by acting in a funny 

way. Indeed, in their performance of comedy they are successful precisely because of their outfits. 

Yet, in terms of offering themselves as  desirable objects of love this strategy remains less successful.   

The way the male teen lover offers himself as a desirable object can be compared  to the male 

pin-up. Richard Dyer argues in his article ‘Don’t Look Now’ that images of the male pin-up produce 

certain instabilities. One of these instabilities is that the male as erotic spectacle violates dominant 

codes of eye contact patterns (122-8). These dominant codes have been described by Laura Mulvey in 

her famous article ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.’ She argues how in classic Hollywood 

cinema the male protagonist exerts power over the female character by ‘capturing’ her in his gaze 

while the female character makes an erotic spectacle of herself and thereby connotes the passive 

position of ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’. Conversely, the teen identity of the boy band member is established 

through the fact that they do not always occupy the dominant position of the male voyeur. The figure 

of the male teen lover articulates his need for his love to be requited by the addressee and thereby 

offers himself as the object of desire. AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME illustrates this since the boys are the 

object of the girl committee’s scrutinizing look. Similarly, in the virtual space of GET DOWN (YOU’RE

THE ONE FOR ME) the Backstreet Boys are surrounded on all sides by girls who watch them perform 

in the middle.  
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Another instability of the male pin-up is, according to Dyer, that he offers himself up as an 

erotic spectacle (128-9). This can certainly be found in boy band videos. For instance in the way 

Howard of the Backstreet Boys touches his naked torso in QUIT PLAYING GAMES (WITH MY HEART).

Paul McDonald has analysed this type of performance in Take That videos. He argues that many 

videos centre on the performance of romance, which he calls the yearning mode (284-6). In this mode 

the male body is presented as desiring and desirable. Often the boys’ torso is naked or only half 

covered with clothes. The bodies’ muscles could be described as ‘defined’ but not ‘built’. Unlike the 

bodybuilder who trains excessively and whose body suggests possible steroid abuse (a body very 

common in hip-hop), the male body in Take That videos connotes naturalness. The yearning mode 

provides then a context in which the body indicates the emotional state of the boys. The naturalness of 

the body suggests the sincerity of the feelings expressed, McDonald argues. The yearning mode can 

also be found in videos from the Backstreet Boys. QUIT PLAYING GAMES (WITH MY HEART) in 

particular is similar to many Take That videos. The last part of the video depicts a boy band video 

cliché: the male members passionately performing with half naked torsos in the rain. McDonald names 

several functions for the rain. It highlights the shape of the body but it is also analogous to tears, 

inscribing romantic despair on the body. McDonald’s argument about the male body can also be 

applied to clothing. Some boy band videos transfer the naturalness of the naked body to the 

naturalness of the knitted sweater, such as in the Backstreet Boys’ I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART

or in Boyzone’s LOVE ME FOR A REASON. The knitted sweater softens the appearance of the male 

performer and underlines his identity of being intimate and tender. 

McDonald argues that while the male body in the yearning mode does not exert the phallic 

power of the bodybuilder, it is still a strong body as it stands for the strength and depth of his feelings. 

This can be found in I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART where the Backstreet Boys clench their fists to 

express the intensity of their love and in QUIT PLAYING GAMES (WITH MY HEART) where close-ups of 

their naked torsos show their muscles. However, McDonald also points out that the boy band member 

enacts his emotional pain, which involves a performance of the body as suffering and, I would add, as 

vulnerable. This is for example foregrounded in NSync’s GONE where the desperate, ‘fragile’ vocal 

performance of Justin Timberlake is echoed by his bare arms and feet. The yearning mode acts out 

what Butler has described as the metaphorical connection between physical and linguistic 

vulnerability. She argues that the description of linguistic vulnerability depends on the metaphor of the 

fragile body because it is difficult to distinguish the two levels of vulnerability and because physical 

pain appears to be important in the way linguistic pain is understood (Excitable Speech 4-5). The male 

lover does not only articulate vulnerability but he is also vulnerable to the addressee’s possible 

rejection. This double vulnerability is inscribed on the body as well. So a baring of the soul also means 

a baring of the body, as Justin Timberlake’s performance in GONE illustrates. In this respect the 

discourse of the male lover—although this is true for romantic discourse in general—is based on a 

reversal of the relation between hate speech and its effects:  
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If the speaker addresses his or her body to the one addressed, then it is not merely the body of 

the speaker that comes into play: it is the body of the addressee as well. Is the one speaking 

merely speaking, or is the one speaking comporting her or his body toward the other, exposing 

the body of the other as vulnerable to address. As an “instrument” of a violent rhetoricity, the 

body of the speaker exceeds the words that are spoken, exposing the addressed body as no 

longer (and not ever fully) in its own control (Excitable Speech 12-3). 

Within the romantic rhetoricity of the lover, by contrast, it is the speaker who exposes, not the 

addressee’s, but his own body as vulnerable to address. The figure of the lover articulates vulnerability 

and thereby yields power to the addressee, exposing its body to the possible wounds the addressee’s 

response may bring about. So within the yearning mode it is the addresser’s body that is exposed as no 

longer being in its own control. 

The vulnerability of the teenage male lover’s body is foregrounded in videos in which his 

relationship with a girl becomes frightening or suffocating instead of romantic. For example, in HOW

DEEP IS YOUR LOVE the members of Take That sing to a mad woman who holds them hostage and has 

tied them to a chair. When Gary sings the hook line ‘and it’s me you need to show how deep is your 

love’, the woman pricks his throat with a fork. At the end of the video the woman pushes Gary from a 

cliff and the video ends in the suspense of what she might do to the other members. In BYE BYE BYE,

the members of NSync are literally puppets on a string, controlled by a giant girl who treats the boys 

like toys. At a certain moment she cuts the strings and the boys end up in an action movie world where 

the girl chases them on trains and in fast cars. The Backstreet Boys’ life is also endangered in THE

CALL. When AJ kisses a girl at a party after calling his girlfriend at home that he will come home 

later, the girl runs away. The video then depicts one Backstreet Boy member morphing into another 

while they try to find the girl. During their chase, however, they continuously run into trouble and they 

are even attacked. When they find out at the end of the video that the girl is a mad, obsessive fan, the 

boys suddenly face the original girlfriend with a group of girls behind her, all looking angry.  

 Although many moments in the boy band videos foreground the anxiety of living up to 

heterosexual gender norms and the insecurity of having to be the active pursuer in courtship rituals, 

there are also many moments in which this anxiety is resolved. In a variety of ways boy band videos 

establish a sense of maturation in which the boy band member overcomes his vulnerable and unstable 

position and ‘takes control’. One of these strategies through which the male lover does exert power is 

by adopting a scopophilic gaze. In I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART or in Boyzone’s KEY TO MY

LIFE the girl in the video’s diegesis is captured by the gaze of the male performer. In AS LONG AS

YOU LOVE ME the Backstreet Boys actively take the power of the male gaze by taking the remote 

control of the audition committee girls. The remote control is a powerful device in the video that is 

first used by the girls. Through a shot-reverse shot montage the video suggests that one can produce 
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the person of your choice by operating the remote control. So the girls use it to call up the Backstreet 

Boy they prefer, adopting a female, voyeuristic gaze. When the Backstreet Boys finally take over the 

remote control it is simultaneously a change of power where the Backstreet Boys take control and 

assume the position they are supposed to occupy, i.e. of male voyeur, within the trajectory leading to 

heterosexuality. They playfully use the device to express their desire as the remote control magically 

produces the girl of their choice. In this way the girls are ‘possessed’ by the boys. Moreover, the girls 

consolidate the boys’ power of looking as they respond with a smile. Finally, in those moments when 

the boys are captured in the girls’ gaze, the girls sometimes do appear to respond to the boys’ desire. 

For example, during Kevin’s wardrobe try out there is a shot-counter shot with eye line match of a girl 

who appears to be unsettled by Kevin’s look.  

In Boyzone’s LOVE ME FOR A REASON the male artist’s ‘problem’ of being a possible object 

of desire is resolved in yet another way. Dyer argues that one convention of the male pin-up is to play 

down the erotic quality of the body—which is there—by looking up as if his mind is elsewhere, 

occupied with higher, spiritual things (‘Don’t Look Now’ 123). Indeed, in LOVE ME FOR A REASON,

the members of Boyzone often look up; the video’s suggestion of the group as choirboys surrounded 

by candles also underlines their spirituality. Another strategy of the male pin-up to overcome the 

passivity of the body is, according to Dyer, to present him in the context of the male activity of sports 

(‘Don’t Look Now’ 132). This can also be found in boy band videos. For instance, the Backstreet 

Boys and Five play basketball in WE’VE GOT IT GOIN’ ON and SLAM DUNK respectively. Car racing is 

done in Five’s IT’S THE THINGS YOU DO and NSync’s GIRLFRIEND. ISN’T IT A WONDER uses the 

format of the road movie, depicting Boyzone driving through a deserted landscape.

A process of maturation is also suggested by the composition of the boy band: the different 

masculinities within the boy band may refer to different stages within the development of teenage 

masculinity as the boy band sometimes is moulded on a unit of brothers or other family connections. 

Sometimes boy bands are actual families. The most famous examples, The Osmonds and the Jackson 

5, even introduced their next generation with the Osmond Boys (sons of the Osmonds member Alan) 

and 3T (nephews of Michael Jackson) in the 1990s. Another family connection can be found with the 

Backstreet Boys where Kevin and Brian are cousins. A process of maturation may also be implied by 

the differences in age between the boy band members. Sometimes the oldest and youngest member’s 

ages differ by 8 years (the Backstreet Boys) or even 10 years (NSync). Different levels of maturity 

also connote different masculinities. This is most obvious with the figure of the Benjamin who has a 

privileged status within the boy band: see for example Michael Jackson, Donnie Osmond, Justin 

Timberlake and Nick Carter. The Benjamin is often the member who is the most popular. This is 

perhaps because his young age conforms best to teenpop’s romantic ideal of being vulnerable and 

innocent. Moreover, the Benjamin is an object of love on two levels because he combines the role of 

lover and child. The Benjamin is ‘cute’ in both senses (as a romantic interest and as an object of 

motherly or cuddly love).33
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The privileged status of the Benjamin is hinted at in the Backstreet Boys’ AS LONG AS YOU 

LOVE ME.  The video seems to tell the classic narrative of the Bildungsroman in which a male 

protagonist reaches maturity through a character development of self-realisation. In the video this 

development refers to the boy’s struggle to cope with the pressure and uncertainty involved in the task 

to be the active pursuer in courtship rituals. While all members of the Backstreet Boys go through this 

process from insecurity to confidence, it is most visibly seen with Benjamin Nick. In the beginning of 

the video one of the girls makes a gesture to Nick to start the audition. Nick, surprised and insecure, 

points towards himself and looks to the other boys in order to make sure she means him. Nick’s 

nervousness about performing for the girls is further underlined when Brian comforts him, as if he was 

an older brother, by fixing his tie. It is also Nick who sings during the most vulnerable moment of the 

song, after the bridge, in a fragile, high-pitched voice. However, in the last segment when Nick 

improvises, he uses the high pitches of his chest voice but he sings them in a shouting or aggressive 

manner which evokes more singing conventions of rock music. Moreover, at the end of the video Nick 

and the other boys decide to walk away and end the audition. They leave the hall walking with a 

certain, goal-oriented step and Nick and Howard raise their arms victoriously in the air.  

The forms of maturity I have analysed above must be distinguished from the type of maturity 

that enables artists to get out of the domain of teenpop. Whereas the former remains within the 

discourse of the love song, the latter distances itself from romance. Five’s LET’S DANCE and 

Westlife’s UPTOWN GIRL illustrate this distinction. LET’S DANCE establishes an identity for the 

members of Five that is quite close to a rock discourse. The video actually replicates some of the 

strategies used in the Beatles’ A HARD DAY’S NIGHT. One of these strategies is the use of ironic 

distance with regard to the conventions of boy band videos, i.e. the discourse of romance. In the video, 

the members of Five discuss ideas for doing the video which are then immediately shown and altered 

when further suggestions are made. The discussion and the subsequent realisation of their ideas is 

comic, making fun of all the boy band video clichés. The video seems to trade teenpop’s romantic love 

for sexual desire as they fantasise about female dancers making erotic performances. They also adopt a 

macho identity by playing with a ball, transforming their video in an action movie and expressing their 

desire for cars. Conversely, in UPTOWN GIRL the members of Westlife reach maturity while remaining 

within the domain of romance. The video depicts the boy band members as employees in a lunchroom 

who serve a group of arrogant aristocratic men who make their order in a condescending manner. The 

boy band members get their revenge, however, when a beautiful girl, played by top model Claudia 

Schiffer, walks in and they start to make a pass at her. When they succeed, they leave the ‘uptown 

men’ behind in a flabbergasted state. Via the group of high-class men the members of Westlife assert 

their working-class, heterosexual identity of the male romantic pursuer.  
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The teenage female lover 

Whereas the teenage male lover of teenpop is a marginal figure in comparison with the white male 

rebel of rock, for female artists the discourse of romance has been almost the only domain where they 

have been permitted to appropriate a teen or youth identity. Notwithstanding some female artists who 

have reached success in other genres such as rock or folk music (Janis Joplin, Joni Mitchell, Tracy 

Chapman, PJ Harvey) 34, most popular female performers were and still are either teenpop or pop 

youth artists: Brenda Lee, Connie Francis, Diana Ross, Barbara Streisand, Dionne Warwick, 

Madonna, Cyndi Lauper and Kylie Minogue to name but a few. Frith and McRobbie have argued that 

many female performers who became popular (Lulu, Dusty Springfield, Kate Bush) have been turned 

into showbiz artists, fulfilling the role of the smiling hostess. They name the example of ABBA whose 

group dynamic relies on a traditional division of roles. While the women use their bodies as their 

instruments in being the singer and dancer, the male members play the instruments and write the 

music (‘Rock and Sexuality’ 376-7). It has been argued that fantasies of romance function as a 

moratorium for teenage girls in order to prepare them for their future roles as wives and mothers. 

Although there is a large body of research that has been done on the function of romance for the 

female subject in various cultural domains—most notably harlequin novels and TV soaps—there are 

nonetheless few studies on the role of romance in teenpop music.35 Frith and McRobbie’s article 

‘Rock and Sexuality’ is an early text (from 1978) that enquires into the function of teenpop—they call 

it teenybop—for girls. They only look, however, at the function of the male teen idol for girls and 

disregard the female teen idol.36 In the romantic discourse of the male teen idol, women are often 

depicted as selfish, fickle and unreliable. This is a characterisation, however, of the romantic 

discourse’s addressee in general that can also be found with the female teen idol who also depicts her 

male addressee as unreliable. But whereas this unreliability of the lover’s addressee produces a 

position of instability for the teenage male lover, it merely consolidates the heterosexual identity of the 

teenage female lover. Indeed, in other cultural forms of romantic discourse, such as harlequin novels 

or the Hollywood melodrama, the traditional disposition of women is not to act in order to solve their 

misery, but to suffer. This suffering and vulnerability are echoed in the two positions of teenpop’s 

romantic discourse. The female lover articulates romantic despair while she simultaneously offers her 

self as a possible object for the addressee’s desire. Videos of female teenpop artists articulate therefore 

the anxiety of being a desirable heterosexual object.  

This anxiety to live up to gender norms and the accompanying vulnerability are, however, less 

foregrounded in comparison to boy band videos. The shot in BABY ONE MORE TIME where the boy 

ignores Britney Spears’ yearning look, is an exception in this respect. More often the girl’s uncertainty 

about her appearance is resolved. For instance, I THINK I’M IN LOVE WITH YOU depicts Jessica 

Simpson as successfully attracting some boys she and her girlfriends meet on the street. In DON’T LET 

ME BE THE LAST TO KNOW Britney Spears articulates her insecurity about her love in the lyrics; yet 

this insecurity almost disappears because the video depicts how successful she is in attracting the boy 
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as we see them in different romantic scenes happy together. Brandy’s SITTIN’ UP IN MY ROOM starts 

with the classic place for girls to experiment with their appearance and cultivate their beauty: the 

bedroom. So here the girl’s position of vulnerability is doubled. Not only does she sing about her 

unrequited love, she tries on different outfits, articulating the insecurity of making a successful erotic 

spectacle of herself. However, her insecurity and despair is resolved as she leaves her room to join the 

party downstairs. Mandy Moore’s CANDY also uses the bedroom as a place where one experiments 

with the stylisation of the body. The video starts with Mandy singing in her bedroom while she is 

differently clad in each shot. When she subsequently goes out with her girlfriends, she quickly attracts 

the attention of a boy who follows her to the lunchroom. When leaving the lunchroom the boy looks at 

her and, in a classic move, she smiles and diverts her eyes, establishing the girl’s position of being 

looked at. In other videos the anxiety about attracting the opposite sex is resolved in a dream. So in 

WALK ME HOME Mandy Moore plays an audience member who stands at the edge of a red carpet of a 

movie premier. When the male movie star enters with his female companion, he also looks at Mandy 

who smiles and diverts her eyes. She then engages in a fantasy where she is happily united with the 

movie star. BORN TO MAKE YOU HAPPY is also constructed as Britney Spears’ dream where she hugs 

the boy she loves.         

 Although there are clear continuities to be found in the way teenpop offers romance as a 

moratorium for female teenagers to prepare for their future lives as desirable heterosexual objects from 

the 1950s to the millennium, there are nevertheless also some changes. Indeed, whereas female teen 

idols from the 1950s and early 1960s were not permitted to articulate rebellion or even assertiveness, 

in the late 1990s a complete submissiveness to the opposite sex is deemed undesirable and improbable. 

This change is as much related to the feminist movement of the 1970s as to the emergence of female 

rebellion within the domain of rock youth and pop youth. With regard to pop youth, it is first and 

foremost Madonna who has introduced the notion of ‘girl power’, which was celebrated by the Spice 

Girls 15 years later. Although the possibilities of female rebellion, independence and assertiveness are 

much more limited in the domain of teenpop, they are nonetheless articulated. So in WHAT A GIRL

WANTS Christina Aguilera explains her conditions for love. In THE BOY IS MINE Brandy and Monica 

have a classic fight about a boy but the video ends in their mutual friendship and their rejection of the 

boy.  Jessica Simpson and her girlfriends in I THINK I’M IN LOVE WITH YOU may have fun with the 

guys at the fair, but in the end they drive away, leaving the boys behind who try to run after their car in 

vain. Britney Spears celebrates her own strength after breaking up with her cheating boyfriend in 

STRONGER.

 What these changes in romantic discourses reveal is a different attitude towards intimacy and 

the relation between sexuality and reproduction. Traditionally, romance is a moratorium where the 

teenage girl prepares for her role of being a wife and a mother. Sexuality is postponed because it is 

related to the monogamy of a life-long marriage and the procreative role of the mother. Marriage 

signifies here the entry into adulthood and the beginning of having sex. However, this trajectory of 
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romance has changed if not become obsolete, as Anthony Giddens has argued in his book The 

Transformation of Intimacy. Sexuality no longer exclusively leads to procreation because of birth 

control and feminism. Love then no longer implies a narrative that has marriage as its end. Rather it is 

an ideal for its own sake. One seeks what Giddens has called a ‘pure relationship’ that doesn’t 

conform to the idea of ‘forever’ and ‘lasting for life’, but lasts as long as it is satisfying for both. In 

this new form of intimacy, sex is no longer postponed until after marriage: the early years of marriage 

no longer refer to sexual apprenticeship.37 Similarly, in teenpop videos from the late 1990s, romance is 

a moratorium not so much as a preparation for marriage as it is an exploration of one’s gender identity 

within the boundaries of heterosexuality. For female artists this also includes the possibility of 

articulating a form, albeit mild, of their sexuality within the domain of teenpop.38 So Christina 

Aguilera’s ‘Genie in a Bottle’ has sexual innuendos: ‘my body’s saying let’s go but my heart is saying 

no’ and ‘I’m a genie in a bottle, you gotta rub me the right way.’ Although an explicit sexuality is 

played down in the video, her vocal performance is erotic. Britney Spears also displays an erotic vocal 

performance in BABY ONE MORE TIME. Her voice is tense and she groans a lot in her singing which 

sounds regretful, passionate and appealing but also erotic and sexual: Spears’ voice evokes not so 

much the spirituality of romantic despair but the physicality of sexual desire. In the imagery the 

sexuality is mostly hinted at by the female teenpop artist’s appearance as erotic spectacle, mostly 

articulated by the midriff-baring tops, introduced by Madonna and adopted by most female teenpop 

artists.

Nevertheless, explicit articulations of sexuality are not allowed within the domain of teenpop; 

it is only permitted within the domain of pop youth. The most famous example from pop youth is 

obviously Madonna whose sexualities range from wearing underwear as outerwear in LIKE A VIRGIN

to her sexual fantasies in JUSTIFY MY LOVE and EROTICA. Her position is, in a way, comparable to 

that of the pornographic bitch image of Lil’ Kim. By adopting highly sexualised roles, Madonna 

simultaneously advocates sexual desire, freedom and independence for women while it is also a 

rebellion against adult feminists’ alternative ideas about how that freedom and desire should be 

articulated. Madonna therefore articulates female youth rebellion because the controversial position of 

the woman as whore or sex object enabled her to transgress boundaries of what is considered as 

appropriate sexual behaviour.  

 Within the domain of teenpop such an explicit articulation of sexuality is not permitted as it is 

limited by discourses about teenage female sexuality. Having said this, I first want to stress that 

teenpop does provide a cultural space in which the teenage girl is permitted, even forced, to follow the 

trajectory of becoming a desirable heterosexual object. This trajectory involves a certain style of 

singing and the stylisation of the body. Our culture is filled with erotic images of pre-teen and teenage 

girls both within teenpop and in other cultural sites such as literature, paintings, photography, films 

and advertisements. For instance, Sheila Whiteley gives a historical overview of paintings from the 

nineteenth century that depict the nude child in such a way that it sometimes borders on child 
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pornography. In a similar vein, young girls portrayed as erotic and seductive have figured in 

photographs by Lewis Carroll and in Vladimir Nabokov’s famous novel Lolita (Whiteley 29-34). 

Valerie Walkerdine has also studied the eroticisation of young girls in the popular figure of Annie and 

child movie star Shirley Temple (79-106). Both authors argue that the eroticisation of young girls is 

not only found in obscure sites of child pornography and in the sick imagination of abusive men. They 

are pervasive in our culture and can also be found in ‘respectable’ media (Walkerdine mentions a 

Kodak ad for instance, 165); it is a mass fantasy. The performance of female teenpop artists also often 

hint at sexuality as it moves between a simultaneous performance of innocence and knowingness, of 

immaturity and maturity. Whiteley names the example of Brenda Lee. Her performance was based on 

an uncomfortable combination of a style of singing that evoked sexual maturity and her appearance of 

being a cute child. The genre of bubblegum music also often includes sexual innuendo (Ebenkamp). 

Many of these examples are of children and although an analysis of the eroticisation of children lies 

beyond the scope of this study, it does indicate the pervasive ways in which girls are presented with 

the ideal of becoming a heterosexually desirable object. This notion of becoming ‘an object’ seems to 

negate a subject’s agency. It might be useful here to remember a point made by Judith Butler: she 

argues that when one is interpellated, it also provides the possibility of social existence and it actually 

constitutes the subject, constitutes agency for the person being addressed (Excitable Speech 2). 

Butler’s model of agency can also be used for an analysis of female teenpop artists’ agency. The fact 

that young girls are pervasively addressed as heterosexual desirable objects provides a position of 

agency in which they can respond to this address. Although teenpop is a domain in which this 

response is not a subversion of this interpellation, this does not deny their agency. Like the male teen 

lover, female teen lovers articulate their love while they simultaneously offer themselves as an object 

for their addressee’s possible love and desire. Teenpop is therefore an exploration of the work 

involved in becoming heterosexually desirable.    

However, this exploration is for girls limited by two discourses in which a teenage girl’s 

articulation of sexual desire and of her having fantasies and experimentations of her own remains 

unimaginable. Firstly, the figure of the teenage female lover stands dangerously close to the figure of 

Lolita, or in other words, the violent and abusive fantasy of the paedophile. Within this discourse, the 

girl’s sexuality is not articulated by herself but is a projection of an adult fantasy. Secondly, there is a 

middle-class discourse articulated by the likes of Tipper Gore and her Parents’ Music Resource Center 

(the PMRC) and her book Raising PG Kids in an X-Rated World. Grossberg describes Gores’ position 

as one that makes no difference between childhood and adolescence and that understands childhood as 

innocent, as something apart from adulthood that needs protection. She contends that ‘teenagers are 

endowed with the emotions, passions, and physical capabilities of adults’ but she does think that the 

adolescent lacks ‘the adult judgement to harness them’ (qtd. in Grossberg 194). An important notion 

within Gore’s conception of childhood is its innocence that needs protection and guidance. Indeed, a 

pervasive modern conception of childhood is its innocence and this innocence concerns in particular 
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sexuality (Aries 100-27). While the fantasy of the paedophile represents a real danger to the teen girl’s 

exploration of becoming heterosexually desirable, the middle-class discourse that understands children 

and teenagers as innocent forbids the female teenpop artist to explore her sexuality in a way deemed 

too explicit. The sexual roles that artists such as Madonna and Lil’ Kim experiment with, are clearly 

not permitted for female teenpop artists.   

These discourses that delimit the domain of teenpop are, to a certain extent, in conflict with 

the discursive route of compulsory heterosexuality in which teenage girls need to articulate their 

explorations of their future identity of becoming desirable heterosexual objects, i.e. erotic spectacles. 

The dominant norm of children/teenagers being innocent does not permit the female teenpop artist to 

articulate sexual desire. She needs to articulate romantic love while retaining the suggestion of 

innocence. Although the fantasy of the paedophile is obviously abusive and dangerous, the 

understanding of teenpop artists as innocence is also dangerous, I contend. Not only does it ignore the 

ways in which the suggestion of innocence actually produces the eroticisation of the young girls and 

represents a repression of sexuality that produces sexuality, but it also negates the teen girl’s own 

agency and thereby actually realizes the same effect as that of the paedophile fantasy, i.e. negating the 

possibility of the teenage girl’s agency. This dilemma is sometimes ‘resolved’ by depicting the female 

teenpop artists not as a victim of sexual adult fantasies but as a perpetrator, a nymphet that contributes 

to a dangerous ideal that is copied by the teen and preteen female audience who are the actual victims 

in this scenario.39

Of course the term ‘erotic spectacle’ is not precise, leaving it to the eye of the beholder to 

ascertain where ‘innocent’ attractiveness passes over into explicit sexuality. Obviously, as far as moral 

conservative groups are concerned, this line is easily transgressed. This can be seen in the moral 

outrage of conservative groups in America such as the American Family Association concerning 

Britney Spears’ performance in BABY ONE MORE TIME and, more particularly, concerning the photos 

that accompanied an interview with her in Rolling Stone magazine. The article showed a picture of 

Spears in her bedroom amid her dolls, wearing high heels and a 1950s’ bikini and another picture with 

Spears holding a children’s bicycle and wearing hot pants with ‘baby’ on it. Similarly, the video BABY 

ONE MORE TIME was for many conservatives also nothing more than a paedophile fantasy. Perhaps 

the most famous shots of the video are those where Spears stands alone in front of the lockers in her 

school uniform: a mini skirt, knee-high socks, a white shirt that is knotted below her breasts so that her 

midriff is exposed, a grey cardigan and her hair in two plaits with pink feathers. In some of these shots 

Spears looks up at the high-angled camera with her big innocent eyes. The high-angle camera appears 

to correspond perfectly to the voyeuristic position of the male adult/ paedophile who is indulging in an 

erotic fantasy. Although the moral outrage of these conservative groups does not represent general 

opinion, they do reveal the boundaries of teenpop. Teenpop is therefore a difficult domain in which 

female artists are forced, on the one hand, to explore the variety of routes in which it is possible to 
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become a desirable heterosexual object, while, on the other hand, they have to maintain the ideal of 

innocence and are not permitted to suggest a self-conscious sexuality.    

The highly restricted space in which the teenage girl is allowed to articulate her heterosexual 

identity has also been commented on by Britney Spears in the songs I’M NOT A GIRL, NOT YET A 

WOMAN and OVERPROTECTED. In the latter video this space is even literally present as she stands in 

between two walls that move and enclose her while she sings ‘I need to make mistakes just to learn 

who I am; and I don’t wanna be so damned protected.’ The place where there is more freedom to 

articulate romantic and sexual desire is either claimed by the teenybopper audience or by pop youth. 

The phenomenon of ‘beatlemania’ is repeated by the teenage girl audiences of boy bands. Their 

aggressive and assertive performances at concerts and live television shows is difficult to interpret as 

innocent. Whereas artists have a limited space in which they may articulate romantic and sexual desire 

but without losing a certain suggestion of innocence, their teenage girl audiences aggressively and 

shrewdly claim that space and cross its boundaries. Pop youth also provides a domain in which it is 

more permitted to cross boundaries of what is considered appropriate sexual behaviour. It is 

significant in this respect that the two female teenpop stars who are trying to get out of the domain of 

teenpop—Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera—have developed an image that has become 

increasingly sexualised. So Britney Spears I’M A SLAVE 4 U suggests sexual orgy while Christina 

Aguilera combines an aggressive performance, authenticated by the guest appearance of rapper 

Redman, with a highly sexually charged performance of female boxing and mud fighting in DIRTY.

The young professional entertainer 

The role of the teenage lover is echoed in another figure in teenpop videos: the young professional 

entertainer. In many music videos it is difficult to distinguish between seduction as entertainment and 

entertainment as seduction. Simon Frith uses an argument made by Guy Scarpetta who compares the 

role of the singer with the role of a prostitute who is ‘publicly offering a bliss that can only be 

experienced privately. We realise that the singer is making us an offer (“Know Me!”) that is 

essentially false, yet is true to our fantasy of what the offer might be, that it might be just for us (“To 

know me is to love me”)’ (Performing Rites 215). Although this is a general characteristic of singers, 

it is in particular foregrounded in love songs and therefore in teenpop. This double role of lover and 

entertainer can be found in the Backstreet Boys’ AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME. In the video the 

aspiration to seduce the girls is also a professional wish to entertain them as an audience. The 

uncertainty of whether the addressee will reciprocate the male teenager’s declaration of love is echoed 

by the entertainer’s uncertainty of commercial success. No matter how much one tries to control the 

audience’s taste through a whole repertory of marketing strategies, in the end there is always the risk 

of commercial and artistic failure. This reflection of the lover in the entertainer and vice versa is 

described by John Fiske who uses the metaphor of romance for his argument of how the television 

industry can never be sure of its success with the audience: ‘(…) in this it [the industry] is rather like 
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the lovesick suitor who can only hope to be chosen and who will never know if he will be nor the 

reasons why he was or was not’ (323). 

Some teenpop videos present the teenpop group as artists, such as the Backstreet Boys’ WE’VE

GOT IT GOIN’ ON, Boyzone’s I LOVE THE WAY YOU LOVE ME, SClub7’s REACH and Step’s BETTER 

THE DEVIL YOU KNOW. Entertainment has always had narratives of artists trying to make it in the 

world of show business, as in the backstage musical that revolves around the story of people trying to 

put on a show. The popular 1980s’ television series Fame and the movie FLASHDANCE centred on 

young people who were struggling to become entertainers. The music videos of ex-Spice Girl Geri 

Halliwel’s, IT’S RAINING MEN and Jennifer Lopes’ I’M GLAD were homage’s to Fame and 

FLASHDANCE respectively. A similar ‘storyline’ structured competition television shows such as The

Playback Show, The Sound Mix Show, Star Academy and Pop Idol. The popularity of the dream of 

becoming a professional entertainer can also be found in the huge amount of people who do auditions 

to become a member of a teenpop group or to enter programmes such as Idols. Since entertainment is 

often telling stories about the struggle to become a successful entertainer, this is also an important 

interpretative frame of teenpop videos. So by offering a certain mode of femininity for her female 

teenage audience, Britney Spears simultaneously offers the American Dream of becoming a successful 

entertainer.40 The two are, of course, inextricably related: to be a good female entertainer entails a 

particular type of femininity and vice versa. Teenpop therefore does not only offer romance as a 

sexual moratorium but also offers entertainment as a professional moratorium. The latter is echoed in 

the large amount of girls that attend auditions and talent shows and by the dance performances of the 

preteen and teenage girl audiences playbacking their teen idol and carefully working out some 

choreography and practising the entertainer’s skills of dressing up and executing the right dance steps.   

As a professional moratorium, teenpop is a domain where the performance rules of pop 

music are learned. The specific appeal of pop music, according to Frith, is to offer ‘universal feelings’ 

which are not seen as an authentic expression of the pop star’s identity although the pop star’s 

personality is still heard in the music. Frith describes pop music in his account of Elton John’s 

performance of ‘Candle in the Wind’ at Princess Diana’s funeral as follows: 

He was applauded less for being sincere than for performing sincerity (…) What the audience 

applauded was not John’s actual feeling of grief (his business alone) but his ability to provide 

a performance of grief in which we, as listeners, could take part. (…) Elton John is a pop not a 

rock star because his authenticity—the authenticity of his expressed emotions—is not an issue. 

‘Candle in the Wind’ is not a song of self-exposure; it was not written to mark off John’s 

difference, his unique artistic sensibility. It was, rather, a pop song, designed for public use. At 

the same time its pleasures are neither abstract nor in any musical sense transcendent. It is a 

song infused with Elton John’s personality and, for its emotional effect, infused too with a 

kind of collective sigh. (‘Pop Music’ 93-4)    
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So Frith argues that pop singers do not so much pretend to have experienced the emotions they 

perform but rather assume an expertise on how to communicate these emotions. To put it in 

narratological terms, rock artist’s authenticity is often based not only on a conflation of the real author 

with the implied author but also on the conflation of the implied author and the character narrator. 

Conversely, pop artist’s personality is produced through the distance between the implied author and 

the character narrator. Historically this difference can be explained by the fact that teenpop and pop 

music are genres that are based on a work division between a professional songwriter and a performer. 

So pop music, and its precursor, Tin Pan Alley, have a large history of famous songwriters: Irvin 

Berlin, Cole Porter, Carole King, Burt Bacharach, Bernie Taupin, Pete Waterman, Denis Pop and Max 

Martin. This division of work in which the performer is not the author of the song and therefore 

already occupies a certain distance to the material, was gradually replaced in the 1950s with the ideal 

celebrated in rock culture that performers write their own songs and articulate their own experiences. 

Pop music, however, continued to be organised around the convention of performing feelings and 

moods through somebody else’s work, i.e. that of the songwriter. It is always obvious that pop artists 

play a role and the question is how their personality as an artist is reflected in the fictional role they 

play in their performances of songs.41 In this sense pop stars have more in common with movie stars 

than with rock stars.  

The fact that teenpop artists are professional entertainers is, however, often a blind spot in 

rock or adult criticism of teenpop. The case of Britney Spears illustrates this. The teenpop identity of 

being sexually innocent was consolidated in Spears’ star persona as she had repeatedly expressed in 

interviews her resolution not to have sex before marriage, allegedly because of her Baptist religion. 

Her own confessed virginity then was seen as a contradiction to her erotic music videos and live 

performances. On the one hand, this contradiction consolidated the adult perspective of moral 

guardians that teenagers are still innocent children and that they do not know what they are singing 

about. On the other hand, the contradiction also consolidated rock youth’s perspective of teenpop as 

inauthentic music in which artists are not credible because they do not sing about their own life 

experiences but merely express artificial sentimentality. So the criticism that Spears is not a credible 

performer is precisely based on the argument that she lacks sexual experience. Yet, the point of pop 

music’s performance rituals is that she doesn’t need this experience. Pop performers do not necessarily 

need to know or experience what they sing about; instead, they need to know the conventions through 

which a certain feeling should be performed in order to move an audience. 42 Teenpop performers then 

do not need life experience but professional experience and performer’s skills. In this respect Britney 

Spears was actually, at the age of eighteen, a very experienced entertainer. Already as a child Spears 

had entered talent shows and she joined Disney Channel’s The Mickey Mouse Club at the age of 

eleven. The fact that teenpop artists are often experienced professional entertainers is then a blind spot 

in discourses of moral guardians or rock critics because it undermines the innocence and naiveté that is 
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often ascribed to teenpop artists and that are central in discourses of rock culture or in moral panic 

stories of adults. It suggests knowingness, control, manipulation and even the employment of rational 

business strategies on the part of the teenpop star and this implies a certain amount of maturity in the 

teenpop artist, which is denied in discourses of rock and adults.43

Black teenpop 

Black artists have been able to gain access to the domain of teenpop since its inception in the 1950s. 

This can be related, historically, to the domain of entertainment, which had been relatively open to 

black performers such as Lena Horne.44 Teenpop was a domain where black artists were able to cross 

racial boundaries and explore white modes of masculinity and femininity within the confines of 

middle-class values. So whereas white middle-class America considered black rock ‘n’ roll artists such 

as Chuck Berry a threat, they were more tolerant of the black male doo wop groups that sung about 

idealised romances. Similarly, the happy songs of the black girl groups of the late 1950s and early 

1960s were, by many black people, seen as a sign of successful integration. According to Brian Ward 

these integrationist aspirations were justified. For instance, black artists performed white Tin Pan 

Alley songs and the music of the doo wop group foregrounded musical aspects such as vocal harmony 

that were central in European music traditions. There was, however, also a reverse move of white 

artists imitating black doo wop groups in a way that was remarkably faithful, Ward contends. 

Similarly, white teen idols such as Paul Anka, Frankie Avalon and Connie Francis were popular both 

in the national charts and with black audiences. These mutual crossovers suggested racial anonymity, 

which, according to Ward, enhanced the chances of black artists of gaining access to the mainstream 

(59-85 and 141). In teenpop of the late 1990s one can also see a mutual crossover of racial boundaries. 

Black teenpop stars, most notably female solo artists Brandy, Monica and Christina Milan, present an 

image that is, in contrast to hip-hop, not articulating a specific black experience, while white teenpop 

artists have named black artists as their source of inspiration. The Backstreet Boys, for instance, have 

pointed out black vocal group Boys II Men as their example. Christina Aguilera’s stylistic voice is 

also very close to an R&B and soul sound, turning her into a teenage white soul diva. 

 Notwithstanding these mutual crossovers, there are still some differences between black and 

white teenpop artists. This can be explained by the popularity of the black genre R&B in the late 

1990s. While R&B is distinctly black, it is also very similar to pop music in its focus on vocal 

performances (while a difference is that pop lacks R&B’s affiliations with soul and gospel). R&B 

group Destiny’s Child illustrates this. They continuously cross the line between the two genres. 

However, this similarity between R&B and pop does not produce racial anonymity but, rather, tends to 

put black artists such as Christina Milan and Brandy within the R&B idiom and Christina Aguilera and 

Jessica Simpson within the domain of teenpop. However, in terms of vocal style Milan is, arguably, 

more teenpop while Aguilera and Simpson have the vocal style and capacity of soul divas. In teenpop 

videos, this generic and racial difference can be found in the setting. White teenpop videos are 
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frequently set in suburbia while an artist such as Brandy is very often depicted in an urban 

environment. See for example U DON’T KNOW ME (LIKE U USED TO), BABY and TOP OF THE 

WORLD. However, this distinction is not absolute. For instance, in I WANNA BE DOWN Brandy has fun 

with her friends in a forest and Christina Milan sneaks out of her parents’ suburban home in FROM

AM TO PM. Another domain where racial boundaries persist is romance. Despite the integrationist 

possibilities that the domain of teenpop offers, miscegenation is still taboo. Teenpop groups may be 

racially mixed, e.g. S Club 7, but a racially mixed romance remains unimaginable. The only video that 

hints at miscegenation is Brandy’s ALMOST DOESN’T COUNT. During her travels Brandy meets a 

white boy and the video suggests a flirtation between the two as he gives her his cowboy hat and coat. 

Their relation remains mysterious though: this lack of actual romance between Brandy and the white 

boy articulates, perhaps, the theme of the song’s title. Although they are friendly with each other, 

Brandy remains isolated in her own emotional world.  

Parties of teenage friends
Teenpop videos create various group identities: teenage friends, high school teens and teenage 

colleagues. Whereas the insult ritual is an important way in which hip-hop youth group identities are 

created, in teenpop it is the collectivity of the chorus, the boy band’s model of vocal harmony and the 

use of dance and clothes that create a group identity in teenpop. A collective identity is also created 

through the relationship between artists and audience. Not only does teenpop video’s modes of address 

create a bond with the implied addressee, the audience is also often part of the video’s diegesis. 

Teenpop’s group identity is also, finally, defined by its celebration of moving freely in space, claiming 

space as its own.      

  What is celebrated against the loneliness of the individual teenager who yearns for love, is the 

collectivity of friends. In many teenpop videos the romantic lyrics of the song are actually played 

down; instead they suggest the fun teenagers have with their friends. SClub7’s NATURAL and YOU’RE

MY NUMBER ONE illustrate this. In SClub7’s TWO IN A MILLION the togetherness of the romantic 

couple and of friends are intertwined. As SClub7 member Jo sings about her true love, she wanders 

through the house where the other SClub7 members sit, each occupied in their own world. Yet quickly 

the members get together and the song’s celebration of two people being in love is transformed into a 

celebration of the friendship between the SClub7 members.45 Many teenpop videos, however, are 

structured according to a more strict alternation between the romantic despair and loneliness of the 

individual teen lover and the collectivity of teenagers having a fun party. Although the party of friends 

is a pervasive theme in videos of many musical genres, it is particularly important in teenpop videos 

where it functions as a relief from the anxieties and problems of heterosexual romance. For example, 

in SITTIN’ UP IN MY ROOM Brandy sings sadly about her love for a boy who is downstairs with her 

friends having a party (although we are not really sure he is the one). As she prepares for the party, her 
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mood gradually changes from a melancholic yearning to playful happiness until she finally leaves the 

loneliness of her room in order to join the party. In Five’s UNTIL THE TIME IS THROUGH the fun 

between friends helps to overcome the pains of a broken heart. In the video, Five member Richie is 

heartbroken and sings sadly amidst a partying crowd. Eventually Scott (another Five member) 

consoles him and the video ends with Richie joining his friends and having fun. The video celebrates 

the intimacy of friendship as a solution to the crisis of romantic intimacy.  

The party of friends does not only function as a relief from romantic despair but is also, of 

course, the place where romance often begins through furtive eye-contact between two individuals. 

The Backstreet Boys’ I’LL NEVER BREAK YOUR HEART combines both functions. The video is 

situated in a ski resort and starts with a group of girlfriends who toast to friendship because one of 

them has just broken up with her boyfriend. Subsequently we see the Backstreet Boys having fun with 

the girls and being attentive to the sad girl. In Mandy Moore’s CANDY, the teenage life of hanging out 

in the suburbs with friends is depicted as a moratorium where courting rituals are tried out. The video 

depicts Mandy Moore who spends a sunny day with her girlfriends. Soon they meet some boys and 

one of them has set his eye on Mandy. The girls and boys then spend the day together and the video 

sometimes focuses on the eye contact and courting between Mandy and the boy. Although the fun 

collectivity of friends is celebrated for its own sake, it is also a moratorium of courting rituals in which 

the collectivity of the heterosexual romantic couple is striven for. 

As I have argued earlier, the individual identity (the romantic yearning) and the collective 

identity (the party mood) are often already present in the music itself. In Westlife’s ‘Queen of My 

Heart’ for example, the arrangement of the song develops from an intimate individuality to an exalted 

collectivity and this change is echoed in the video. The video starts in black and white in a desolate, 

tumble-down house where each member of Westlife individually evaluates a lost love. Gradually, 

however, the nostalgic mood is transformed into a celebration of the present as the swelling music and 

the increasing instrumentation appears to transform the house into colour and a well-maintained state. 

When bells sound, the house magically fills with people, implying a causal relation between music and 

image. The video ends with a chorus backing up Westlife’s vocals while the boys are almost lost in an 

exalted party crowd.  

Another way of structuring the alternation between individuality and collectivity is according 

to musical segments. While the verse is mostly a solo, articulating individuality, the chorus is often a 

collective, ‘fuller’ part of the song. See for example ONE FOR SORROW where Steps member Claire 

sings solo verses about her lost love and is alone in her own emotional world; in the chorus, by 

contrast, she partakes in all kinds of fun holiday activities with the other members from Steps. The 

model of the vocal harmony group on which Boy bands are based is also structured in this way. 

Whereas the verse is often a solo performance, articulating a particular mode of masculinity, the 

chorus creates a collective masculinity: each member’s voice makes a distinct contribution to a 

collective voice in which all identities are in harmony with each other. For instance, in the Backstreet 
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Boys’ ‘As Long As You Love Me’ the change from verse to chorus marks a transition from the group 

to the individual performance and from the desperation of love to a celebration of love. So whereas it 

is Nick or Brian who sing the verses, during the chorus all five members sing together. The segment 

after the bridge establishes the most vulnerable, individual and introverted moment of the song: the 

drums and the bass pause during the entire segment and an acoustic guitar accompanies Nick’s 

singing. His soft and sensitive singing in a high-pitched voice consolidates his role as the Benjamin 

being the most vulnerable figure of masculinity. This moment is countered by the subsequent 

repetition of the hook which is the most exuberant, confident and multi-voiced part of the song. These 

shifts between individuality and collectivity are echoed in the imagery by close-ups versus long shots. 

Furthermore, during the verse we see the Backstreet Boys mostly singing behind the microphone or 

doing individual dress rehearsals while their collective dance routine appears during the chorus.46

Dance is also an important way to create a collectivity. Paul McDonald argues with regard to 

Take That videos that ‘the choreography co-ordinates the movements of the group in unison, timing 

actions so the boys perform as one’ (287). He distinguishes between two types of dances. The first is 

the dance mode in which the synchronisation of the dance movements underlines the collectivity of 

the boy band. The second is the party mode. Here dance has a more spontaneous and improvised 

character. In Five’s LET’S DANCE both modes can be discerned. The video starts with the party mode 

in which the members of Five are surrounded by sexily clad females and they all are having fun. Then 

they change into the dance mode, synchronising their movements. McDonald’s dance and party mode 

can be found not only in videos from boy bands but also in videos from other teenpop artists. Indeed, 

it is very common in music videos generally and in teenpop in particular that the solo artist is backed 

up by a group of dancers. The identity of this collectivity depends on the dancers’ gender. So most 

teenpop videos use dancers of both sexes in order to suggest a group of friends. Yet when a female 

artist is backed up by male dancers it is mostly to contrast genders and to foreground the artist’s 

femininity, like Britney Spears’ SOMETIMES for instance. Similarly, in GENIE IN A BOTTLE, Christina 

Aguilera is surrounded by female friends but in her dance choreography she is backed up by male 

dancers only, which gives her a special status. Still, this type of collectivity is rare in teenpop videos. 

A dance group is mostly mixed in terms of gender. When female dancers join the female star they 

have a supportive role, like friends literally backing her up. See for instance Jessica Simpson’s I

THINK I’M IN LOVE WITH YOU. The reverse, namely male artists being joined by male dancers, is 

more difficult, however. Five’s LET’S DANCE suggests that for a boy band to be backed up by male 

dancers does not create a community of friends but creates a homosexual identity for the group. In the 

beginning of the video all Five members articulate heterosexual desire in their ideas about girls 

dancing with them in their video (‘They should be dancing, like, on us’). Yet later, when a gay 

assistant proposes male dancers, the members of Five make clear they do not like it at all, 

consolidating their heterosexual identity. 



Teenpop

140

The style and colour of the artists’ costumes create a group identity as well. Teenpop groups 

create a group identity by dressing in the same style. The dress style sometimes suggests a particular 

activity that unites the teen group: swim suits (A*Teens’ BRING IT ALL BACK, Steps’ 5, 6, 7, 8); sports 

clothes (the Backstreet Boys’ WE’VE GOT IT GOIN’ ON and Five’s SLAM DUNK) or work clothes 

(Westlife’s UPTOWN GIRL). In other videos the clothes indicate a time period. In GIRLFRIEND, for 

example, the members of NSync have retro 1950s clothes that correspond to the drag race in the video. 

In KEY TO MY LIFE the Boyzone members wear teen clothes from early 1900 rural Ireland.47 In the 

majority of videos, teenpop groups wear casual clothes that are associated with leisure, fun and 

partying. The colour of the costumes also makes an important contribution to the group identity of the 

teenpop artists. The unity of the group is provided by the group members each wearing slightly 

different garments but all in the same colour. Wearing the same colour not only unites group members 

but also gives the collectivity an identity in the way the colour interacts with other elements of the 

music video. White coloured clothes are pervasive and can be found for example in Boyzone’s 

FATHER AND SON and NO MATTER WHAT, Steps’ ONE FOR SORROW and SClub7’s NEVER HAD A 

DREAM COME TRUE. White is a colour associated with the innocence and virginity of youth while it 

also connotes sincerity, light, happiness, clouds and angels. White clothes underline both the sincerity 

of the lover and the carefree fun of teenagers. White clothes also consolidate teenpop’s identity of 

being a white genre. In many teenpop videos, those of mixed gender in particular, artists are often 

dressed in bright colours and blue and yellow are especially favourite colours in this respect. See for 

instance Britney Spears’ BORN TO MAKE YOU HAPPY, Steps’ 5,6,7,8 and A*Teens’ SUPER TROUPER.

Bright colours add to the innocent fun of teenagers and connote in this context sun, sea, swimming 

pools, summer holidays, lightness, good weather and beach life and these settings are indeed often 

present in teenpop videos. Dark clothes, by contrast, may add more weight and seriousness to the 

feelings the group communicates. For example, in WHEN I SAID GOODBYE the dark clothes of the 

members of Steps echo the slow-tempo of the music, the feeling of melancholy and weight of the 

performance. Similarly, in YOU NEEDED ME the dark clothes of the Boyzone members contribute to 

the video’s serious ‘statement’ of tolerance as it presents a variety of relationships, including a 

homosexual one. For solo artists colour can be a way of distinguishing their individuality in opposition 

to the collectivity of the dancers or it can be used reversely in order to connect the solo artist with 

other persons in the video’s diegesis. So Brandy’s individuality is foregrounded in BABY because she 

is completely dressed in white whereas the dancers have black clothes. Similarly, Britney Spears 

stands out in her red latex suit against the silver clad dancers in OOOPS!...I DID IT AGAIN, whereas in 

SOMETIMES she blends in with the collectivity of the dancers as they all wear similar white clothes. 

Another collective identity in teenpop videos, one that is specifically ‘teen’, is that of the 

secondary school. The theme of high school reveals a link of the teenager with adolescence. 

Historically, the invention of adolescence cannot be disentangled from the introduction of secondary 

education. Secondary school was a typical middle-class institution of adolescence, which became 
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increasingly important in Western societies. For instance, during the 1930s the majority of the 

American youth attended high school (Hine 139). High school became the most important professional 

moratorium, where adolescents are trained and prepared for the adult life of jobs, or as Hine puts it: 

‘To reject high school is to reject the society as a whole’ (139). Yet, in America, the adolescent 

institution of high school was also related to the emergence of the teenage consumer. According to 

Palladino, the rise of the teenage market was anticipated in the 1920s when high school students were 

already targeted in order to buy commodities such as athletics shoes, clothes, pens and typewriters. 

This market for high school students transformed, however, into a genuine teenage market during the 

swing craze of the 1940s: teenagers were addressed in a less serious tone and were invited to indulge 

in movies, fashion, soft drinks and popular music (Palladino 52-3).      

There is one dominant storyline in teenpop videos which is set in school: teenagers 

temporarily escape the confinements of school by partying and having fun. Although this story 

predominantly creates a group identity of teenage friends, the ideology of entertainment ensures that 

this collectivity is open to adult figures as well. So although Britney Spears’ BABY ONE MORE TIME

mainly depicts a self-contained world of teenagers at school, the teacher is, toward the end, also drawn 

into their collectivity—infected by the energetic teen spirit, she starts to dance as well. In this respect 

the video continues a theme of what Thomas Doherty has called ‘the clean teenpic.’ These ‘clean 

teens’ articulated ‘the prospect of a warm, familial acceptance and reconciliation with the parent 

culture’ (198). So while the teacher, the adult authority par excellence, appreciates and joins the 

teenage spirit, the video also offers an acceptance of adult values as all the students run right back to 

class as the school bell rings. Although BABY ONE MORE TIME creates a collectivity that is 

specifically ‘teen’, pop music’s ideal of universality makes sure that the group spirit of high school 

teenagers does not exclude adults. Similarly, in A*Teens’ DANCING QUEEN the teacher starts to dance 

to the teenager’s music as well. Boyzone’s KEY TO MY LIFE has a different school story. Here the 

members of Boyzone sit in a class while they sing to their female teacher who is their romantic interest 

and addressee. At the end of the video, the class is dismissed and the teacher lets her hair loose in the 

empty classroom, symbolically freeing herself from the institution that apparently confined her gender 

identity. From this perspective the collectivity of high school teens does not so much articulate a 

distinct teenage world separated from the adult world—although it does that too—as celebrate a 

community of people, of no matter what age, that escape the confinements and fragmentation of ‘the 

institution.’ The same mechanism can be found in the collectivity of teen colleagues. The work setting 

is similar to the school plot: teen colleagues celebrate their free time from work such as in Britney 

Spears’ (YOU DRIVE ME) CRAZY. In UPTOWN GIRL the members of Westlife interrupt their work in 

the lunchroom for a while to make a happy performance in order to seduce a female customer. Like 

the school plot this teen collectivity also occasionally affects and invites adults. For instance, in 

MAMA MIA, the A*Teens members work in a museum or gallery that exhibits photographs of 

teenagers dancing. Suddenly the photographs transform into a magic mirror that draws the A*Teens’ 
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grumpy old boss and the adult visitors into the eternal present of the teenage party, leaving the boring 

art world where time is static as in the photographs, behind.  

Teenpop videos’ modes of address may create a group identity as well: it may invite the 

audience into the video’s collectivity. Most videos address the implied viewer romantically, 

articulating a wish for romantic union with the addressee. Although romance is a dominant relation 

between performer and audience in teenpop videos, one should be careful not to reduce each dialogue 

to a romantic one. Teenpop artists can also address the audience as ‘friend’ and friends are there to 

party with.48 Indeed, while the romantic address of teenpop videos (‘love me’) may dominate, the 

party address (‘let’s party’) is also important. This party address is sometimes explicitly stated. 

NSync’s POP is basically inviting the audience to join their virtual pop party (‘this music gets you 

high, it takes you on a ride’). In other cases the video blends a romantic address and a party address. 

For instance, in Five’s WHEN THE LIGHTS GO OUT the lyrics address the addressee as a romantic 

interest and while we see members of Five sing to some girls, the video is simultaneously celebrating 

fun and constructing a party address. Generally there is always a slippage from ‘love’ to ‘party’, i.e. 

from the love for a person to the love for music or the love for partying and vice versa. This slippage is 

related to the ambiguity of song lyrics. While the ‘you’ is mostly defined in teenpop videos as the 

romantic other of heterosexual love, in theory it can be anything. Christina Aguilera’s I TURN TO YOU,

for instance, suggests that a mother figure is the object of her affections. 

An important element of drawing the implied viewer into the collectivity of teenagers is by 

constructing the video’s audience as performer. This is often accomplished by depicting audiences 

within the video’s diegesis that make dance performances as well. Here the performance of the 

teenpop artists is echoed or joined with the performance of the audience. A more complex strategy is 

when the audience is constructed as participating performers through a particular mode of address in 

which the roles of audience and performer and the song lyrics’ distinction between ‘I’ and ‘you’ is 

blurred or reversed.  This reversal of roles occurs in the Backstreet Boys’ AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME.

When they sing the chorus line ‘I don’t care who you are, where you’re from, what you did, as long as 

you love me’ they occupy the position of the ‘I’ who addresses the ‘you’ as the object of their love. 

Yet the video also contains parts in which the Backstreet Boys morph from one into another. In these 

shots the declaration that the addressee’s appearance is irrelevant is visualised through the morphing 

from one Backstreet Boy into the other, which situates them in the position of the addressee. So while 

the Backstreet Boys occupy in the lyrics the position of the addresser, they represent, in the morphing 

shots, the addressee. Moreover, the video does not only construct the artists as the addressee but also 

the audience as performer. The girls from the audition committee use a remote control in order to 

magically ‘zap’ to the Backstreet Boy member of their choice. This zapping is visualised in the 

morphing shots and actually creates a dance performance. One Backstreet Boy member morphs into 

the other and they thereby continually take over each other’s movements so that the whole sequence 

shows one continuous dance of one body but which is performed by various persons. Pushing the 
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buttons of the remote control, the video suggests, creates a dance through the morphing technique. The 

dance is therefore not only performed by the Backstreet Boys but is ultimately performed by the girl 

who operates the remote control. So the Backstreet Boys’ dance is mirrored by the girls from the 

audition committee who, through operating the remote control, is also creating a dance performance.

Teenpop artists also sometimes play ‘themselves’ as a group of young professional 

entertainers performing for a teen audience. Boy band videos for example, sometimes show images of 

the group singing in a rehearsal room or a concert hall, alone or together with an audience of fans. 

Although this can be found in particular with New Kids From the Block videos from the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, it can also be found in more recent boy band clips. For instance, Take That’s NEVER

FORGET, Boyzone’s I LOVE THE WAY YOU LOVE ME and Steps’ BETTER THE DEVIL YOU KNOW. In 

A*Teens’ SUPER TROUPER, the relation between the artists and their audience is characterised as 

mediated, replicating the actual relation between teenpop artists and the television audience. The video 

offers a whole spectrum of forms of mediation: television performances, CDs, posters and 

photographs on t-shirts, cups and key rings. These forms of merchandise would be a sign of 

artificiality and insincerity in the ideology of rock because it would not only represent an artist who 

sells out but it would also go against the ideal of liveness where an artist’s talent is proven by the way 

he connects with his audience at the concert. In SUPER TROUPER, by contrast, the various forms of 

merchandising do not stand in the way of community but actually create a connection between 

audience members. The video depicts a pre-teen female fan at home in her bedroom. Not only is the 

girl’s room covered with posters of A*Teens but the whole family is infected by her fandom, 

foregrounding pop music’s ideal of universality. Her parents have an A*Teens’ car key and her mother 

folds up an A*Teens t-shirt while watching the group on television. Even her older brother who looks 

like a rock fan, actually listens to A*Teens. The mediations also provides a magical connection 

between the artists and the audience as the photographs in the girl’s teen magazine come to life and the 

reader is drawn into the virtual space where the A*Teens perform.  

In boy band videos this theme of mediation is often constructed as romantic. The uncertainty 

of romantic success is echoed in the uncertainty of artistic and commercial success. No matter how 

much one tries to control the audience’s taste through a whole repertory of marketing strategies, in the 

end there is always the risk of commercial failure. The ultimate commercial failure, i.e. not selling, is 

explicitly visualised in NSync’s IT’S GONNA BE ME. The video is set in a toyshop where the boys are 

as small as puppets and play NSync dolls. During their performance they try to get the attention of a 

girl. At the end of the video the girl buys them and as they are slid over the cash sensor they transform 

into human beings, suggesting that to buy the dolls is to get the ‘real’ boys. In the video, the boys are 

then constructed as their own mediation, i.e. a doll that refers to the ‘real’ NSync members, and it is 

precisely this mediation that establishes not only a connection between artist and audience but also 

between lover and loved one. Another example is the Backstreet Boys’ AS LONG AS YOU LOVE ME.

The boys simultaneously try to seduce the girls with their love and with their artistic abilities. And this 
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is clearly a seduction through mediation as the girls from the audition committee decide whether the 

boys look good on screen. So instead of watching the performance that happens in front of them, they 

watch publicity photographs of them. Photography is also inscribed in the image since the wardrobe 

try out shots often start or end with a flash. The girls also watch the group’s performance through the 

viewfinder of the recording camera. There is even one shot where Nick is framed by a white line with 

a blinking red dot in the upper right corner that is supposedly a viewfinder shot. That shot (and other 

shots) is also first blurred and then put into focus, suggesting the girls’ actions as they occupy the 

position of voyeur. In other shots the girls discuss the Backstreet Boys’ performance by studying and 

pointing on a monitor screen. All these mediations echo the position of the ‘real’ audience that, except 

maybe for an occasional visit to a live concert, mostly deals with mediated sounds and images of their 

pop idols.   

Finally, this focus on mediation also relates to the spatial dimension of teenpop’s group 

identity. Teenpop videos do not create a collectivity that has a specified local identity. In this respect 

teenpop is the opposite of hip-hop youth’s specific regional and local identities. It is true that many 

teenpop videos are set in a suburban area, at school and also sometimes in nature which often 

identifies teenpop artists as white and middle-class. Nevertheless, with regard to their geographical 

location these places remain anonymous. Boyzone’s COMING HOME NOW that is explicitly set in 

Ireland, is an exception. This anonymity is even more foregrounded in videos that are set in a virtual 

space, such as in the Backstreet Boys’ GET DOWN (YOU’RE THE ONE FOR ME), A*Teens’ MAMMA 

MIA and Britney Spears’ BORN TO MAKE YOU HAPPY. These anonymous and virtual spaces underline 

teenpop’s entertainment ideal of having a universal appeal. By creating anonymous spaces or spaces 

characterized as televisual (NSync’s POP) or mediated (A*Teens’ SUPER TROUPER), anybody can feel  

part of the teenpop collectivity of global teens.  

This universal appeal also relates to the spatial politics of entertainment. Richard Dyer has 

argued that entertainment’s ‘underlying structure of feeling is (…) the right to expand out into space, 

whoever it belongs to’ (‘The Colour of Entertainment’ 41). In particular this spatial characteristic of 

entertainment can be found in pop youth. Indeed, pop youth can be defined by its appropriation of 

anything that it finds interesting. Madonna has made a career out of this, whether it’s gay culture 

(VOGUE), eastern culture (FROZEN), American country culture (DON’T TELL ME), Spanish culture (LA

ISLA BONITA, TAKE A BOW), black culture (LIKE A PRAYER, SECRET) or Japanese culture (NOTHING 

REALLY MATTERS). Although this type of appropriations seems more characteristic of pop youth than 

of teenpop, there are some exceptions. HALFWAY AROUND THE WORLD depicts the members of 

A*Teens as they move from one continent to another. Yet the end of the video reveals it was all a 

stage set and one of the male members of the group walks away with a girl he fancies from the film 

set. So the end of the video suggests not the community of the global teens but consolidates the 

community at home and the romantic boy-next-door image. A DIFFERENT BEAT depicts the members 

of Boyzone walking through an African landscape while African children dance to the African sounds 
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and chorus in the music. In AFTER THE LOVE HAS GONE, the members of Steps are in a Chinese 

setting where they perform and are involved in some action story line, dressed in Chinese clothes. 

Still, the latter two examples are exceptions. Most teenpop videos freely explore the suburbs, the high 

school ground and other places near to home. Perhaps they are a playful preparation for and 

experimentation with future spatial explorations and appropriations within the domain of pop youth.  

The ‘universal’ appeal of pop music brings up the question of race. Dyer relates his argument 

about expansion into space to entertainment’s racial politics. Hollywood musicals, he argues, 

articulate a ‘colonial structure of feeling: expansion into space, control over what’s in that space, 

incorporation of what’s there into white agendas’ (‘The Colour of Entertainment’ 41). While black 

artists who figured in musicals were allowed to perform within the confines of the stage, Dyer argues, 

they were not allowed to dance in the streets like Gene Kelly could. Teenpop videos of the late 1990s 

are, with regard to this issue, both a continuity of and a break with the past. Many of Brandy’s videos 

are, on the one hand, often set in a typical ‘black environment’, namely the urban centre. Yet, on the 

other hand, she does move into the forest, like her white colleagues do (I WANNA BE DOWN and 

BROKENHEARTED). Moreover, in TOP OF THE WORLD she moves freely through the city centre, 

hanging on traffic lights and magically flying through the streets. This claiming and appropriation of 

space can also be found in videos of black pop youth stars Michael Jackson and Janet Jackson. In 

Janet Jackson’s ALL AROUND THE WORLD, and Michael Jackson’s BLACK OR WHITE they move 

freely and magically through the world, jumping from one continent to the other. So within the domain 

of teenpop and pop youth, American black artists are permitted to appropriate space to some extent. 

Still, there are many subjectivities that cannot make this appropriative gesture. Indeed, non-western 

subjectivities do not have the same freedom. 

Conclusion
Teenpop has been part of ‘youth’ since its emergence in the 1950s. Its continuing popularity was, 

again, indicated by the dominance of teenpop—mostly through boy bands and female solo artists—in 

the mid to late 1990s. The genre has been characterised by some consistent features throughout the 

years. Generally, it relies on established conventions of popular entertainment such as its universal 

appeal and its utopian qualities. More particularly, teenpop is dominated by the romantic dialogue of 

the love song. Within teenpop, both the male teen lover and the female teen lover are central. Their 

performance of gender roles centres on notions of vulnerability, innocence, the stylisation of the body, 

a particular style of singing and the discourse of romance. Teenpop offers an exploration of the 

possible ways in which to become heterosexually desirable while it also articulates the anxiety of 

living up to gender norms within the confines of heterosexuality. The teenage male lover in boy band 

videos occupies an unstable position as he moves between being the subject and object of romantic 

desire. Music videos also offer, however, various strategies by means of which the teenage male lover 
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overcomes this instability and resolves his insecurity. For the female artist, teenpop represents a 

difficult and risky space in which she is forced to follow the heterosexual norm of making an erotic 

spectacle of herself while dominant, middle-class norms about the supposed innocence of young girls 

forbid a too explicit allusion to sexuality. The female teenpop star therefore has to move between 

knowingness and innocence, maturity and immaturity while her performance always runs the risk of 

being interpreted as the dangerous fantasy of the paedophile. Yet another important feature of teenpop 

is its celebration of fun. This characteristic is mostly present in the group identities of teenpop. 

Teenpop videos depict teenagers as a group of friends, colleagues or high school kids that have a fun 

party although these parties never seriously disturb the routines of everyday life or the authority of 

adult figures or institutions. Dance, clothes and colour are important aspects that articulate teenpop’s 

collectivities. The teenage party of fun creates an eternal present and offers relief from the problems of 

the heart. Yet, the romance in teenpop provides another eternal present in which the imaginary future 

of love is enacted in the present.

 In this chapter I have analysed teenpop videos on their own terms. I have paid attention to the 

ways in which teenpop continues established codes of entertainment while it simultaneously offers a 

domain in which fresh contact—the historical evolution of the discourse of romance—and the 

transgression of boundaries—see black teenpop—do exist. Teenpop seems, however, mainly 

determined by discourses from outsiders, i.e. rock culture that rejects the genre not only because they 

consider teenpop artificial, superficial and representative of everything rock culture rejects but also 

because it evokes the pejorative notion of ‘the teenager.’ Teenpop then occupies a strange position 

within ‘youth’. On the one hand, it is inextricably related to ‘youth’: historically, the teenager is linked 

to the emergence of American youth culture in the 1950s; culturally, the teenager is defined by the 

same parameters that can also be found in youth genres such as rock. On the other hand, it is distinct 

from ‘youth’ in the sense that the notion of ‘the teenager’ seems to be trapped in the biologically 

defined teenage body in a sense that ‘youth’ is not. The idea of ‘youth’ revolves around the ideal of 

not being trapped in age. Still, in order to make that claim it needs both to reject and to be connected 

with both the idea of ‘the adult’ and ‘the teenager.’ In that sense ‘youth’ depends on ‘the teenager.’ 

The challenge that teenpop artists face is to get out of the domain of teenpop and into the domain of 

‘youth’. This transfer from ‘the teenager’ to ‘youth’ occurs with varying success. While some teenpop 

artists disappear into oblivion (Leif Garrett) or do not manage to rid themselves of their immature teen 

identity (Michael Jackson), others do manage to make the transition and become famous pop youth 

stars (Robbie Williams, Kylie Minogue) who are suddenly not ‘trapped’ in their teenage body and 

permitted to ‘grow up’, i.e. transgress boundaries within the domains of youth rebellion.            



4

Electronic Dance Youth 

This is a new kind of pop stardom. For young dance music fans, DJ-ing is a route to Top of the Pops as well as a 

lucrative career presiding over club dancefloors, gathering airmiles and emptying mini-bars. (…) Radio One’s 

garage DJs, the Dreem Teem, have persuaded Premiership footballers Kieron Dyer and Emile Heskey to 

celebrate their goals with a DJ mime: one hand over their left ear like a headphone, the other spinning a record 

on the deck. Toy manufacturers Matell have even added a new male doll to their Barbie range to compete with 

Barbie’s ageing companion, Ken: he’s DJ Guy Blaine, dressed in baggy trousers, a retro shirt and shades, with 

‘headphones accessories’. 

Dave Haslam (x-xi) 

Kraftwerk are to Techno what Muddy Waters is to the Rolling Stones: the authentic, the origin, the real. Techno 

therefore reverses the traditional 60s narrative in which the Rolling Stones stole the soul and vulgarised the blues 

of Waters et al. Kraftwerk epitomise the white soul of the synthesizer, die Seele der Synthesizer, the ultra 

whiteness of an automatic, sequenced future. (…) Kraftwerk happily called their sound Industriell Volk Musik,

Folk Music for the Industrial Age. For Techno, Dusseldorf is the Mississippi Delta. 

Kodwo Eshun (100) 

Electronic dance music introduced new aspects of ‘youth’ while it also maintained some of the 

characteristics already present in previous constituencies of youth. Like 1960s’ acid rock, electronic 

dance youth’s eternal present is defined by a psychedelic state of consciousness, commonly called 

‘altered states.’ Electronic dance youth’s rebellion is primarily produced by the way altered states are 

infused with the technological soundscape of the music and the dancing bodies of the crowd. With 

regard to the playing of social roles, electronic dance youth is structured according to a distinction 

between the embodied performance of the dancing crowd and the disembodied performance of the 

cerebral figure of the DJ. The DJ is a youthful authority through the way he combines both ordinary 

and extreme aspects of white identity. The goal of this chapter is to analyse how music videos 

construct the various aspects of electronic dance youth, such as its altered states, its roles of extreme 

whiteness and ordinary whiteness and the raving crowd. 

Although electronic dance youth often claims to be an underground culture, it is actually  a big 

business leisure industry. Clubs and DJs each have their own musical identity and have become brand 

names. Clubs such as the British Ministry of Sound or Cream and festivals like the Dutch Dance 

Valley are big corporations that offer a whole array of ‘club entertainment’ to their visitors and also 

produce their own merchandising and issue their own compilation CDs. DJs have become big 

superstars who demand huge wages just to perform for a three hour set. The figure of the DJ takes a 
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prominent place in popular culture (see Haslam’s quote). It is the youth hero par excellence and has 

become a role that people aspire to. Electronic dance DJs have become popular soundtrack writers for 

media such as movies, ads, computer games and sport events. For example, Fatboy Slim’s music has 

been used in the soundtrack for several movies (e.g. SHE’S ALL THAT and CRUEL INTENTIONS). His 

music, along with the music of other electronic dance artists such as Moby, Faithless, Sash! and 

Leftfield, have been used in several ads. Dutch DJ Tiësto composed the music for the opening of the 

Olympic Games in Athens and also the tune for the sports programme for Dutch national football. 

Although popular music in general is used in television programmes, electronic dance music is 

particularly suitable  as it is often instrumental; it is therefore indeed abundantly used in news reports,  

television documentaries, station IDs and so forth (Donnelly 138-41). Electronic dance youth has also 

crossed over into the tourist industry because many clubbers go to big electronic dance festivals all 

over the world. Popular destinations are for instance Ibiza (Majorca), Goa (India), Cape Town (South 

Africa), Tokyo (Japan) and Ko Pha-Ngan (Thailand) (Malbon 6-7).           

Visual culture has been an important element within electronic dance youth from its inception. 

Clubs and raves have always been places that offer a visual environment in the form of lighting 

(lasers, stroboscopes), slide projections, paintings and, above all, VJ work, i.e. people who project 

various images on screens and work in a way similar to DJs. Although VJ work will not be discussed 

in this chapter, it introduced a new visual medium that could be seen not only in clubs and festivals but 

also in other venues such as cafes, film festivals, art galleries and museums. VJ work adopts the 

concept of ‘visual music’ that had already been explored by avant-garde filmmakers in the 1920s. It 

transfers DJ techniques—such as sampling and looping—to the visual plane. The dominance of 

visuals is, according to Sarah Thornton, a compensation for the lack of performers in electronic dance 

youth (56). This also has consequences for the music videos. Indeed, electronic dance videos are the 

only type of videos where the author often recedes into the background or is even completely absent. 

While electronic dance videos, thus, have a particular type of freedom music videos from other genres 

do not have, they are nevertheless also structured according to the performance rules of electronic 

dance music. This chapter will first analyse how electronic dance music constitutes ‘youth’ generally, 

and then I will analyse how music videos are structured according to the performance rules of this 

musical genre and how they produce the parameters of electronic dance youth specifically.  

Electronic dance music and youth 
Electronic dance youth is a domain where white and black male artists articulate rebellion by 

experimenting with technology and provocatively playing with the identity of ‘extreme whiteness.’ It 

is a culture that sustains the most dominant element which is also found in most other constituencies 

of youth: that of the centrality of heterosexual masculinity. Moreover, it also adopts elements from 

earlier youth constituencies such as the hippie culture and disco, although it also differs from these 
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youth cultures in significant ways. Electronic dance youth also articulates social renewal in the way it 

offers two different forms of white, heterosexual masculinity. Because the male clubber celebrates a 

new, a-sexual form of masculinity, courtship rituals recede into the background and this has provided 

a new freedom for female clubbers as well. Conversely, the DJ offers an intellectual mode of white 

masculinity that has been difficult for female artists to appropriate. Black male artists, however, did 

appropriate the figure of the electronic dance DJ and thereby transgressed racial boundaries. 

Electronic dance music is an umbrella term for an array of genres and subgenres such as 

techno, drum ‘n’ bass, big beat and trip hop that sometime differ greatly from each other. In this 

respect, electronic dance music is more heterogeneous than other genres of popular music. Although it 

is true that most popular music styles change and have internal varieties and subgenres, electronic 

dance music, however, is characterized by a real proliferation of genres, subgenres and sub-subgenres. 

It is indeed almost impossible to keep up with all the latest styles. Moreover, these genres may be 

quite different from each other: the quiet mood music of ambient house, the aggressive fast beats of 

gabba and the complex rhythms of jungle do not seem to have much in common. Electronic dance 

music also encompasses a variety of sources. It originated both in black and white cultures, both 

heterosexual and homosexual cultures and it could be called both an American and a British genre 

although today it is really an international genre ranging from Europe to Asia to South America.  

As a result of this fragmentation, it is difficult to find a suitable umbrella term. I have chosen, 

for lack of a better term, ‘electronic dance music’ and ‘electronic dance youth.’ Others have chosen 

‘club culture’ (Thornton, Melbon), ‘generation ecstasy’ (Reynolds), ‘DJ culture’ (Poschardt), ‘rave 

music’ or ‘techno.’ In the context of this research these terms are less suitable. For instance, ‘club 

culture’ or ‘rave culture’ stresses the activity of going out, whilst I would like to analyse how this 

constituency of youth is constructed in music videos. ‘Generation ecstasy’ foregrounds the 

consumption of drugs—which is indeed an important element in electronic dance youth. However, 

even though the term is probably intended to describe the culture’s particular sensibility rather than the 

drug experience per se, it still evokes the inaccurate idea that the culture is determined by drug use 

only. ‘Techno youth’ is problematic in terms of genre. While some people may use it as an umbrella 

term, such as ‘house music’, others will understand it as a specific sub-genre. The term ‘dance music’ 

is also often used but this term is so vague and all-encompassing that pop music or R&B music is 

often included as well. A better term would be ‘DJ youth’ since all the music that I will be discussing 

in this chapter centres on the DJ or DJ producer.1 Yet, the term ‘DJ youth’ may suggest that it also 

includes hip-hop youth where the DJ occupies a central role as well. Therefore I will use the term 

‘electronic dance youth’ as the main term. Of course, today, most genres of popular music are 

characterised by some use of electronic music. Inversely, electronic dance music also sometimes uses 

‘real’ instruments. Nevertheless, the most conspicuous feature of genres such as techno, drum ‘n’ bass 

and trance is its status as electronic dance music whereas a genre such as rock continuous to 

foreground the performance of the singer, the guitarist, the bass player and the drummer. So electronic 
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dance youth will be used as an umbrella term but terms like ‘rave culture’, ‘club culture’ or ‘techno 

culture’ will nonetheless also be used when fitting.  

The first electronic dance artists were black youths from Detroit, Chicago and New York. 

They were inspired by white musicians such as the German Kraftwerk, Can and Neu!, the Italian 

Eurodisco of Giorgio Moroder and New Wave groups such as Depeche Mode, Talking Heads and the 

B-52’s. These artists all created music by playing synthesisers, drum machines and samplers and black 

artists such as Juan Atkins, Kevin Saunderson and Marshall Jefferson were fascinated by this use of 

sound technology. They foregrounded the ‘machine music’ elements of their white musical 

inspirations and created new musical styles for the dance floor, which were later known as the three 

first genres of electronic dance music that emerged in the mid 1980s: Detroit techno, Chicago house 

and New York garage. Subsequently, this music was discovered by British white male DJs such as 

Paul Oakenfold, Mark Moore and Danny Rampling who played it in London clubs in 1988, which was 

soon dubbed ‘the second summer of love.’  The music rapidly became very popular in the UK and the 

rest of Europe and European DJs also started to make their versions of electronic dance music. In the 

late 1980s and early 1990s, rave music was popular all over Europe and, to a lesser extent, in the 

United States.2 The popularity of the music with white audiences was—and still is—so huge that rave 

culture sometimes appears to have been transformed into an exclusively white youth culture. 

This can be interpreted as yet another example of how white people have stolen a musical 

culture that was started by black people and that articulated the experiences and culture of black 

people. While this reading is, in some respects, accurate with regard to previous black musical 

cultures, the case of electronic dance music is different. A comparison between 1960s’ acid rock 

music or hippie culture and rave culture illustrates this. In his book Profane Culture, Paul Willis 

analyses the worldview of hippies. The hippies’ love for black R&B music was based on a 

romanticised idea that black people represent an authentic, pre-modern, pre-technological culture. This 

culture embodied an authenticity which, hippies felt, was in danger in Western society which had 

become increasingly organised by ‘technological rationalism’. They felt that materialism and 

industrialisation were an impediment to real experiences and turned people into dishonest creatures 

that were impoverished in terms of experiencing feelings. One could still find direct and true human 

sensibilities, though, in Eastern cultures or in cultures of marginalised groups in Western society such 

as Indians or black people (Willis 91-3). In electronic dance youth, by contrast, black identity is not 

romanticised or depicted as the authentic other. When white artists appropriated the music of black 

techno and house artists, they adopted a black understanding of ‘whiteness’—an understanding of 

white masculinity in fact. In electronic dance youth it is the ‘inauthentic’ identity of whiteness that is 

celebrated. Although black musical genres have always had influences from white musical styles3,

electronic dance music foregrounds its white sources. Moreover, electronic dance music articulates 

youth rebellion by rebelling against ‘ordinary whiteness’ and celebrating ‘extreme whiteness’. Let me 

explain what these terms ‘ordinary’ and ‘extreme’ whiteness mean.    
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In his book White, Richard Dyer defines ‘ordinary whiteness’ by the way white people are not 

marked as a particular race. The label of ‘race’ is always applied to non-whites, never to white people. 

The white identity is the norm and white people are not seen as a race but as ‘just people’. The so-

called lack of a racial mark on white people’s bodies is echoed in the ideal of ‘true whiteness’, which 

is its non-corporeality. This ideal is produced by discourses of Christianity, imperialism and of late 

eighteenth and nineteenth century conceptions of race. In these discourses, white people are not 

defined by their body but by the ‘spirit’ within that exceeds the body and that non-white people, in 

white racist thought, do not have; they are ‘trapped’ in their body. True whiteness is therefore an ideal 

of non-corporeality. Another, related characteristic is the idea that whiteness constitutes a ‘Subject 

without properties’. Dyer uses here an argument made by David Lloyd concerning the narrative of 

aesthetic judgement as it can be found in Kant. According to Lloyd, Kant implies in his Critique of 

Judgement (1790) that human senses may develop from particular, local sensations to the awareness of 

abstract, universal forms. This awareness of universal forms is, however, only possible from a 

distanced, disinterested position, what Lloyd calls the Subject without properties. The history of 

colonialism is characterised by the idea that while this development towards abstraction and 

objectivity is, in theory, open to everybody, non-white people are still presumably at the stage of local 

sensations. So whereas non-white people are still particular, marked and raced, white people have 

reached the position of the universal, unmarked subject. This ideal of the subject without properties, 

Dyer argues, has become the definition of civilisation itself: ‘(…) crucial to the development of white 

identity’ is ‘the attainment of a position of disinterest—abstraction, distance, separation, objectivity—

which creates a public sphere that is the mark of civilisation, itself the aim of human history’ (Dyer 

38-9).

 Yet, Dyer then argues that this identity of not being marked by colour—the idea of whiteness 

as the absence of colour—or race or the body, of being a subject without properties also evokes the 

fear that white people are not a subject at all, that they are not alive (207-23). The association of white 

people with death is enhanced by Western colonial history in which white people were the bringers of 

death. According to Dyer it was the holocaust in particular that has a special meaning in this context 

because it was precisely in the name of civilisation that people were destroyed. It was the goal of order 

and cleanliness that led to a genocide that was executed so systematically and scientifically. This 

uncomfortable feeling that white people are inextricably related to death, has been explored in two 

film genres which, Dyer contends, are predominantly white genres: the horror movie and the science 

fiction movie. These genres centre around three figures of what Dyer has called ‘extreme whiteness’: 

the vampire, the zombie and the android. The vampire and the zombie are figures that refer to the idea 

of whites as dead people bring death to others. The android in science fiction movies represents on the 

one hand the ideal of the subject without properties, that is, a complete rationality and an absence of 

affect. Yet, on the other hand, the android also refers to the extreme consequences of that ideal: a lack 

of human interaction, non-existence, emptiness and meaninglessness. Dyer argues that the horror 
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movie and the science fiction film provide a cultural space in which white people can deal with these 

fears of death, non-existence and a lack of identity. However, since a genre like the horror movie has 

such a low cultural status—is so obviously excessive and risible and always has a happy ending in 

which the horror has been defeated—the identity of extreme whiteness is put safely at a distance. 

Genres such as the horror movie and the science fiction movie ultimately offer comfort because they 

depict white figures which are so extreme that ‘ordinary whites’ do not identify with them.  

 In the domain of electronic dance youth, however, these figures of white identity are not held 

at a distance but are embraced and celebrated in the authoritative figure of the DJ. The DJ uses the 

technology of sampling in order to put ‘dead’ sounds back to life, like a zombie: ‘Disembodied beats, 

licks, cries, and riffs—born of human breath and sweat—are vivisected from their original musical 

context and then literally galvanized, in its original meaning’ (Reynolds 45). This mechanism is 

famously depicted in Herbie Hancock’s ROCKIT from 1983 (directed by Godley and Crème). The 

video shows a middle-class white house that is inhabited by white puppets that are mechanically put in 

motion. Hancock himself is only present on a television screen in the house where he plays his 

synthesiser. The video suggests that it is his electro music (its beats, rhythms and scratches) that makes 

the puppets move. The video therefore literally visualises the identity of the robot/ puppet as a white, 

dead subject brought to ‘life’ by electro music. A more recent example of a similar music video is the 

Chemical Brothers’ LIFE IS SWEET. Here a white working-class man and woman are brought to life, it 

seems, through the electrical wires that are attached to them and that lead to the Chemical Brothers’ 

electronic equipment. In a similar vein, the DJ producer can be compared to a vampire in the way he 

constantly takes out the liveliest and the most exciting part of a piece of music in order to create and 

enliven his own track. The android is even more pervasive through the sonic texture of electronic 

dance music that sounds like robot or machine music.4 Since vocal performances are limited or even 

often absent and since it is difficult to trace the presence or performance of the DJ producer in the 

music, the DJ producer always has, to a certain extent, the machine identity of the android. The array 

of sounds that are extracted from technological equipment describes the variety of the android identity.  

In electronic dance music, the DJ’s similarity with the zombie, the vampire and the android do 

not associate him with an identity that should be repudiated for being an uncanny side of whiteness but 

transforms the DJ into the ideal of the ‘techno rebel.’5 The ‘techno rebellion’ of electronic dance youth 

refers to their experimentation with technology. Many DJ producers create tracks by using their sound 

equipment for purposes other than for which they were made. In this way electronic dance artists 

always undermine the intentions, goals and corporate control of the music industry that produces these 

sound technologies for entirely different purposes.6 The most famous example may be acid house, 

which was based on the discovery of the sounds the Roland TB 303 produced. While it was originally 

made to be a portable bass synthesiser that could be used during demo recordings or solo 

performances, electronic dance artists ‘transformed’ the Roland TB 303 into an instrument that 

produced music very unlike bass sounds. Another example is the technology of time-stretching, time-
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compression and pitch-shifting that was originally developed so that sound engineers could make up 

for small faults in a recorded performance such as flat notes or missed beats without needing to do the 

whole recording again. So the original aim was to use the technology in order to make inaudible 

changes in the sound track. Drum and bass producers, by contrast, transferred this technology to the 

aural foreground. They used it in order to manipulate drum samples to such an extent that it produced 

music no human was able to play: extremely low bass sounds, hyper speed rhythms and ever changing 

polyrhythms (Berk). Electronic dance artists often claim that the first thing they do when they have 

bought a new piece of equipment is to throw away the manual and use their own, unorthodox methods 

in order to find out the potential sounds that may be produced with it (Reynolds 50).7 This has become 

a trademark for Aphex Twin who rearranged the circuits of keyboards and built his own samplers. 

Similarly, Toop describes Michael Paradinas’ (known as techno artist µ-ziq) attitude towards the 

professional recording studio: ‘For Paradinas, the prospect of being incarcerated in a professional 

recording studio with a trained recording engineer is a nightmare. “You can’t distort”, he says, his 

body cringing even as he imagines the prospect’ (Oceans of Sounds 213).

However, electronic dance youth’s alternative uses of sound technology have not always been 

associated with ‘youth’ and youth rebellion. Indeed, the experimentations with technology in order to 

produce sounds and music has a long, respected history in modern music that goes back to composers 

such as Erik Satie, John Cage and musique concrète artists Pierre Schaeffer and Karlheinz 

Stockhausen. Electronic dance music is in many ways similar to these musical schools.8 However, it is 

precisely the fact that electronic dance music is made for functional purposes and made for people to 

dance to that distinguish electronic dance music from the earlier works of modern music and that 

constructs the former as ‘youth’ and the latter as ‘adult’. This distinction can be found in an article in 

The Wire in which there is a dialogue between Stockhausen and techno artists Aphex Twin and Daniel 

Pemberton. Their conversation reveals a generation gap that is simultaneously a gap between popular 

culture—that is youth culture—and the art world. Stockhausen values work for its own sake and 

denounces a functionalist approach towards music: ‘as soon as it becomes a pretext for an ambience, 

for an atmosphere, as it were, or is used with a very specific goal in mind, music becomes a whore’ 

(qtd. in During 52). Interestingly, Stockhausen uses here the figure of the prostitute who misuses her 

‘body’, i.e. the music. Aphex Twin, by contrast, puts forward the link between music and the pleasure 

of the body. After listening to a piece of Stockhausen, Aphex Twin asks him: ‘Do you think people 

can dance to it?’ Daniel Pemberton’s reaction was similar: ‘It is obviously based on sound, and all its 

harmony, for a non-musical ear, sounds like a piano being hit at random. It would be interesting to put 

hip-hop breaks over the top’ (qtd. in During 52). Another musique concrete composer, Pierre Henry, 

also disapproves of techno music precisely because of its focus on the body: ‘It’s [techno music] too 

dependent on the loudness, which allows the bass to be powerful. It’s a music far too much connected 

to physiological reactions and not enough to mental reactions’ (qtd. in Shapiro 22).  Electronic dance 

youth is, then, not rebellious because it experiments with technology per se; these types of 
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experimentations were already established in the respectable adult art world of modern music. The 

novel approach of electronic dance youth—its fresh contact—that constituted a form of youth 

rebellion was that technological experimentations were connected with the body and with the 

celebration of bodily enslavement to techno music that evokes the uncomfortable image of 

totalitarianism.    

Indeed, the figure of the zombie and the android put to the fore an aspect which is often 

believed to be part of youth, namely its possible inclination towards totalitarianism. Erikson argues 

that young people endure an identity crisis of ‘wholeness’. After the end of childhood, youth must 

develop a sense of inner identity, i.e. wholeness, but this development is hampered by the various 

changes the individual goes through such as social awareness and the growth of the body and genitals. 

This identity crisis is a possible breeding ground for totalitarianism because the individual can be 

inclined to support radical doctrines, ‘rather than remain a contradictory bundle of identity fragments’ 

(Identity 88). As one of the changes that may threaten young people’s development of wholeness, 

Erikson names technological and scientific changes: ‘Where historical and technological development, 

however, severely encroach upon deeply rooted or strongly emerging identities (i.e. agrarian, feudal, 

patrician) on a large scale, youth feels endangered, individually and collectively, whereupon it 

becomes ready to support doctrines offering a total immersion in a synthetic identity (extreme 

nationalism, racism, or class consciousness) and a collective condemnation of a totally stereotyped 

enemy of the new identity’(Identity 89). Electronic dance youth subverts this role of technology. The 

techno rebel does not reject technology as an enemy but embraces it as an ally. Yet this celebration of 

technology is provocatively enacted through a rhetoric of enslavement and religious devotion that 

figures so prominently in house lyrics. The lyrics in electronic dance music are often repeated 

imperatives that call on the audience to enslave their bodies to the mechanised beats of the music 

(literalised by Grace Jones’ famous song ‘Slave to the Rhythm’). British Radio One DJ Peter Powell 

even called the new rave music ‘mass zombiedom’ and held a campaign to keep it off the air in 1988 

(Haslam xii). Similarly, electronic dance youth was also considered scandalous because of their 

massive consumption of drugs and the illegal rave parties. It was particularly in the UK that tabloids 

published many articles about the scandalous use of ecstasy, the occasional ecstasy-related death and 

the criminal, ruthless party organisers (Reynolds 66-7). All these scandals revolve around the idea of 

electronic dance youth’s bodily enslavement to techno music and drugs. Ultimately, electronic dance 

youth’s subversion is doubled. The figure of the techno rebel provocatively enacts an adult fear about 

youth being susceptible to enslavement and totalitarianism and it does this by adopting those sides of 

white identity which are deemed fearful and extreme and should therefore be repudiated.      

For electronic dance youth, this ‘enslavement’ entails an experimentation with sexuality and 

gender. Initially, electronic dance culture started as a homosexual culture, although not exclusively. 

The Detroit techno artists were heterosexual, while the Chicago house scene and the New York garage 

scene were distinctly homosexual. In this respect, electronic dance music’s history is somewhat 
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similar to that of disco, which also started as a homosexual underground scene.9 Disco music is also, 

like electronic dance music, dominated by a hypnotic beat and by a rhetoric of enslavement and 

religious devotion to the music. Walter Hughes argues that this bodily enslavement of disco runs 

counter to traditional modes of masculinity that strive for ‘rational self-mastery’ (153): ‘allowing 

ourselves to be penetrated and controlled by musical rhythm, by desire, or by another person is to 

relinquish the traditional conditions of full humanity and citizenship, and to embrace instead the 

traditional role of slave’ (151). According to Hughes, gay men celebrate through disco’s discipline of 

the beat, a discipline of the self. They transfer the violence which others inflict on them into a violence 

they inflict on a conventional self in order to transform it through a military discipline. This militancy 

is a way to impose a feeling of determinism, and the feeling that one has no choice in undergoing this 

radical change of sexuality. A transformation of sexuality is accomplished, therefore, by enslaving 

oneself to an external power that compels one to undergo this radical change. Moreover, like 

electronic dance music, disco also evokes the idea that the music is generated by machines. So the 

figure of the android appears both in disco and electronic dance music. Dyer argues that the identity of 

the android, like the zombie and the vampire, transgresses traditional modes of sexuality, as they are 

figures that do not reproduce. This is yet another fear underlying extreme whiteness that refers to the 

uncomfortable feeling that ‘non-whites are better at sex and reproduction than are whites, that, indeed, 

to be truly white and reproductively efficient are mutually incompatible (…)’ (White 216). This fear of 

white reproductive inadequacy is transferred to homosexuality, which, according to Dyer, remains 

white in most popular representations (White 219-20). So the android, the zombie and the vampire are 

not only figures of extreme whiteness, and of youth as susceptible to totalitarianism, but also of a 

deviant sexuality.   

 As homosexual underground scenes, however, disco and electronic dance music had not yet 

become international, mass-mediated youth cultures. When these genres did become international 

youth phenomena, they were appropriated by heterosexual culture. Disco and electronic dance music 

differed from each other, however, in the way in which this appropriation took place. Mainstream 

disco transformed the deviant sexuality of its originators into a heightening of heterosexuality, 

epitomised, as Hughes points out, in SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER, that shows that ‘white working-class 

males who harass homosexuals and rape women could dance to it, as long as it was performed not by 

the African-American divas preferred by gay men, but by a trio of Australian falsetto’ (147). When 

electronic dance music, by contrast, entered the non-homosexual mainstream, heterosexuality receded 

into the background. This is epitomised by the function of dance in electronic dance culture. Dance 

does not predominantly function as a courtship ritual; courtship rituals and sexual desire have receded 

into the background—although they are not entirely absent—and have been replaced, instead, with 

cuddly love and friendship. This diminishing sexuality cannot entirely be disentangled from the use of 

the drug ecstasy in rave culture. Indeed, electronic dance youth combined enslavement of the body to 

machine music with the enslavement of the body to drugs. 
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Rave culture has become almost synonymous with the drug ecstasy (MDMA). Ecstasy is a 

‘dance drug’ that is experienced during the most important activity of raving and clubbing, namely 

dancing.10 Although other drugs are taken as well (cannabis, acid, cocaine, speed, LSD), the 

consumption of ecstasy pills has made an important contribution to the identity of the culture. Ecstasy 

can produce feelings of augmented energy, benevolence, confidence, euphoria and a heightened 

empathy towards others. These feelings also reduce feelings of aggression and produce a high level of 

tolerance. Ecstasy’s heightening of empathy produces feelings of love, not only towards the ones with 

whom you are out clubbing, but also towards complete strangers, what Reynolds calls ‘collective 

intimacy’ (83): ‘Part of what makes the classic rave experience so rewarding and so addictive are the 

“superficial” but literally touching rituals of sharing water, shaking hands, having someone a tad 

worse for wear lean on you as if you were bosom buddies’ (84). Ecstasy produces feelings of empathy 

and love rather than sexual lust; rave is more about cuddling than about sex. This focus on love signals 

the way rave culture resembles the ‘peaceful’ rebellion of the hippie culture. Rave culture proclaims 

love, peace and unity in events such as Berlin’s annual Love Parade. Acid house’s ‘summer of love’ in 

1988 even explicitly referred to hippie culture’s ‘summer of love’ from 1967.  

Rave’s motto PLUR (peace, love, unity and respect) (Melbon 64) not only suggests a 

correspondence with hippie culture but also reveals electronic dance youth’s claim of utopian 

egalitarianism. An important aspect of rave music’s ideology is its claim of equality: the culture claims 

to welcome different races and sexualities. It is also often pointed out by insiders that rave culture 

provides a domain where female clubbers can experience more freedom because they don’t feel as if 

they are being scrutinized by men. This utopian ideal of egalitarianism is, however, first and foremost 

a characteristic of rave’s ideology and it does not necessarily describe the way electronic dance youth 

is actually organised. Indeed, with regard to race, gender and sexuality the organisation of electronic 

dance youth sometimes provides an actual openness to various subjectivities but it is less 

straightforward than its claim of utopian egalitarianism suggests.  

The ideology of social equality does not explain why black artists could, with little trouble, 

enter the domain of electronic dance youth. Indeed, unlike the black rebellion of hip-hop youth, the 

techno rebellion of black electronic dance music artists is not threatening for various, interrelated 

reasons. Firstly, while hip-hop articulates a double rebellion of both a black and a working-class 

identity against white and middle-class identities, electronic dance youth started as black middle-class 

youth who did not rebel against white culture but identified with it. This is particularly true for the 

early Detroit techno artists Derrick May, Kevin Saunderson and Juan Atkins. They belonged to a 

generation of black kids that were raised in affluence because of the car industry in Detroit. Reynolds 

describes how the Detroit techno artists were orientated towards Europe and tried to disassociate 

themselves from the black, working-class ghetto youth.11 Secondly, electronic dance DJs’ 

appropriation of a white identity is not considered a threat to dominant white culture because 

electronic dance DJs adopt those aspects of white identity, i.e. extreme whiteness, which are, 
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according to Dyer, so extreme that most white people do not identify with it. The figure of the 

vampire, for instance, is a frightening figure of sexuality. The vampire’s bite as a metaphor for 

sexuality puts forward the vampire as a figure of extreme whiteness that cannot control his libido and 

threatens to destroy instead of reproduce. This idea is so menacing, Dyer argues, that this figure of 

extreme whiteness is often ascribed to those who are ‘minority’ whites such as Jews or South East 

Europeans (White 210). The fact that black artists adopt a musical identity similar to that of the 

vampire is therefore not radically threatening because it is a form of white identity which is already 

relegated to the minority whites.  

Thirdly, in contrast to the vampire’s uncontrolled sexuality, the electronic dance DJ’s 

sexuality actually seems to recede into the background because of his disembodied, intellectual stance. 

This lack of sexuality made electronic dance youth a domain in which black male artists were much 

less threatening to white people than the heightened and aggressive sexuality of black male blues, rock 

‘n’ roll and hip-hop artists.12 In his performance, the DJ’s body, sexuality and voice recede into the 

background. Often he is invisible: in concerts he is often hidden behind stacks of technology; in music 

videos he is often absent or a mere bystander. So unlike the rock culture of the 1960s where the black 

musician’s performance was viewed by white youth as a spectacular display of masculine, phallic 

sexuality, the black DJ in electronic dance youth is a social role in which the black male is not defined 

by or even reduced to the body and the masculine bodily sensations of carnal lust and ejaculation. By 

appropriating the DJ’s disembodied performance and his intellectual knowledge, the black male 

artist’s sexuality recedes into the background. His disembodied, non-verbal performance not only 

leads to a diminished sexuality of the black electronic dance DJ but also diminishes his potentially 

political role as a public speaker. In this respect the black electronic dance DJ can be contrasted with 

the black DJs from the 1950s and 1960s who delivered a verbal performance on the radio. Black disc 

jockeys developed their own ways of speaking using various forms of black talk such as scatting, jive 

talking and double-talking. Indeed, black DJs are often named as one of the precursors of rapping. 

Black DJs used to be very popular and they became powerful authorities within the black 

communities. The black DJ’s power was revealed at the night of the murder of Martin Luther King. 

Black DJs from all over America talked to their black audiences in order to prevent riots and with 

success. However, these events revealed the great power of the black DJ and from that moment on, 

black radio’s attempts to politicise were violently opposed by whites. It was the end of black radio 

(George, Death of Rhythm & Blues 111-2). In the domain of electronic dance youth, by contrast, this 

potential political role of the DJ is delimited because he does not speak—or barely speaks: he is 

almost invisible and his performance is not centred on his body.  

With regard to gender, it has often been said that electronic dance youth is a domain that offers 

a new freedom for women. Maria Pini suggests that the android identity of the DJ might also apply to 

the audience members of raves. She cites, for instance, a female raver who describes the experience of 

raving as follows: ‘Everyone around me looked like they were chopped-up by the strobes. I mean, I 
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could see heads here, arms there, all flashing up at different moments and it was actually a bit freaky, 

Then, when I got into it, it was amazing….You feel like you are a robot’ (126). Within the rave, Pini 

argues, women do not feel restricted to their physical, human bodies. The female clubber’s experience 

of ‘the body’ also includes technologies such as the music, drugs and lighting and this body can 

therefore best be ‘understood in terms of a mind/body/technology assemblage’ (Pini 124). This opens 

up a non-conventional type of women that is described by Donna Haraway as ‘bad girls’: ‘They can 

safely share in the kinds of night-time and often illegal adventures traditionally the preserve of men, 

and engage themselves in an ecstatic unfixing of identity boundaries in the process’ (Pini 125). Pini 

also uses an argument put forward by Barbara Bradby that this type of ‘Cyborgian’ women 

transgresses the traditional norm that associates women with nature (125). This is indeed an important, 

new element in rave culture and Pini’s use of Haraway’s notion of ‘the bad girl’ might also be very 

useful for an analysis of a female electronic dance artist such as Björk. More generally, many female 

clubbers (and male clubbers as well, Malbon 42) have expressed their pleasant surprise in discovering 

that raves do not function as a cattle market like other more traditional dance clubs. Indeed, rave 

rejects the traditional leisure cultures which are organised according to courtship rituals. The main 

focus of raves seems to be on dancing as a pleasure in its own right, not as a courtship ritual. In 

contrast to traditional places of going out, men also seemed to enjoy dancing for its own sake; they do 

not stand at the bar watching the girls dance and assessing their attractiveness.     

The freedom perceived by female clubbers seems, then, an effect of a new form of 

heterosexual masculinity. Here one must take into account that electronic dance youth actually offers 

two forms of masculinity. There is the heterosexual male clubber that enslaves his body to the 

machine music and drugs and celebrates love, friendship and intimacy instead of a desire for sex. As a 

result of this, it is indeed accurate that female clubbers experienced a new freedom in their interaction 

with men in clubs, although traditional courtship rituals are also often present (Melbon 41-6). 

Traditionally, dance in youth cultures is a courtship ritual that is particularly important for young 

women. Angela McRobbie has pointed out that dance is a form of leisure that is traditionally 

considered to be most suitable for girls because it is linked with dominant norms of femininity as 

being graceful, attractive and an being object of admiration. Dance is for girls then an important form 

of sexual expression while it’s also been experienced as pleasurable in its own right (McRobbie, 

‘Dance and Social Fantasy’ 134 and 143). Dancing for young men, by contrast—and the argument 

applies first and foremost to white masculinity—is sometimes associated with the risk of being viewed 

as a sissy—hence the unpopularity of the dancing boy band member. This risk is then often overcome 

by not dancing or by dancing reluctantly or by dancing in such a way that it foregrounds heterosexual 

masculinity. Conversely, electronic dance youth offers a new form of heterosexual masculinity 

epitomised in the male raver. His identity is defined by a celebration of emotions and love, rather than 

sexual desire. This was a role not only adopted by middle-class hipsters but also by that figure of 

traditional masculinity par excellence, the working-class male soccer fan (hooligan). Reynolds 
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describes how fanatical soccer fans discovered rave culture and transformed into ‘love thugs’ or ‘the 

emotional hooligan’ (64).13

Another form of masculinity can be found when one looks at the artists of electronic dance 

music instead of its audiences: it is the disembodied performance and distanced attitude of the DJ that 

produces a mode of intellectual masculinity which is difficult to obtain by female artists. Reynolds 

points out that DJ-ing involves an obsessive ‘trainspotting’, i.e. acquiring a detailed knowledge of 

musical history, names and tracks, which has been traditionally a masculine activity (274). The DJ can 

also be male chauvinist as is hinted at in the documentary HANG THE DJ where Carl Cox 

condescendingly comments of the phenomenon of the female DJ: ‘I think that a nice chick that can 

spin it up, you know, adds a little bit to the evening you know, but, you know, again, I try to bid for 

the art of integrity.’ This doesn’t mean that there are no female DJs. Indeed, there are many for 

instance Mrs. Wood, DJ Rap, Lisa Loud, 100% Isis and Miss Kitten. However, while they perform at 

festivals and in clubs they are rarely seen having their own music videos and performing in television 

programmes. The only exception to the rule is Faithless’ Sister Bliss, who figures prominently in 

many videos. Yet her position as DJ is perhaps not as powerful as that of the other male DJ member of 

Faithless, Rollo Armstrong (I will come back to this). So rave culture might have some egalitarian 

elements with regard to gender on the side of the audience, yet this aspect seems to be absent on the 

side of musical production.  

Notwithstanding its celebration of egalitarianism and its rebellious, underground identity, 

electronic dance youth cannot be called a political force. This is illustrated by the phenomenon which 

represents possibly one of the most subversive elements of electronic dance youth, namely the illegal 

rave party. In the early 1990s, the British government imposed legal restrictions on the organisation of 

dance events, as a reaction to the many illegal rave parties which were being organised at the time. 

The Entertainments (Increased Penalties) Act of 1990 and the Criminal and Public Order Act (CJA) in 

1994 tried to limit the organisation of raves through the prohibition of ‘music wholly or predominantly 

characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats’ (Huq 93). However, although some 

members of electronic dance youth responded with a ‘freedom to party campaign’, most ravers were 

not aware of the political fights that were taking place and did not attend the demonstrations. Like 

other constituencies of youth, electronic dance music started as party music and this has remained its 

main purpose. Its subversive, underground identity—connected to the culture’s scandalous, massive 

use of drugs and the organisation of illegal rave parties—was actually produced by the moral panic 

discourses in mass media. Thornton argues that these moral panic stories are actually a marketing 

strategy of ‘subcultural industries.’ Moral panic stories in tabloids or a rejection of electronic dance 

music by Radio One or the BBC is a rejection by media that represent the ‘mainstream’ or the 

establishment. This rejection, therefore, produces and consolidates electronic dance youth’s 

underground identity and provides free publicity for the music that attracts audiences because of this 

identity (Thornton 129-37).          
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Altered states 
Like so many other constituencies of youth, electronic dance youth also celebrates fun within the 

eternal present of the music. Electronic dance youth is indeed determined by the hedonism of the rave. 

In music videos, however, clubbing and raving are not dominant themes, although the depiction of 

raves in videos seemed to have increased the last couple of years. Electronic dance videos sometimes 

depict clubbing and raving (Ferry Corsten’s PUNK, Groove Armada’s I SEE YOU BABY, the Chemical 

Brothers’ BLOCK ROCKIN’ BEATS and Rui Da Silva’s TOUCH ME), the dancing crowd (the Chemical 

Brothers’ SETTING SUN, Faithless’ ONE STEP TOO FAR) or the artist’s concert footage (Basement 

Jaxx’s BINGO BANGO, Faithless’ GOD IS A DJ and Carl Cox’s LATIN THEME). This temporality of fun 

became rebellious as tabloids and newspapers, from the UK in particular, published moral panic 

stories on the massive use of ecstasy. Although electronic dance videos do not often make explicit 

references to drugs, there are many allusions to it. For example, many electronic dance videos from 

the early to mid 1990s have animated, psychedelic imagery that often shows pill-shaped forms that 

hint at ecstasy pills (see for example Rene Et Gaston’s MERLUCHE IDEALE).14 The physical effects of 

taking drugs like MDMA (ecstasy) or speed are hinted at in Faithless’ INSOMNIA when rapper Maxi 

Jazz sings ‘I can’t get no sleep.’ Yet, more commonly, electronic dance videos do not focus on the use 

of drugs but focus instead on a different kind of consciousness often described as an ‘altered state.’ 

The ‘altered state’ describes an experience of the eternal present that can be compared to the 

experience of using drugs but which can also be compared to the experience of dreaming. Before 

analysing the variety of altered states that are created in music videos, I would like to explore this 

notion of the dream and how it relates to the way music videos construct electronic dance youth.  

It could be argued that most electronic dance videos suggest the state of dreaming. While 

some videos explicitly depict persons in a dreaming state (Björks’s HYPERBALLAD; Ferry Corsten’s 

PUNK) or suggest dreaming through the music video’s altered state (most videos), others create a 

string of images that suggest a narrative while they are actually not logically connected at all, such as 

Portishead’s SOUR TIMES, United Future Organisation’s THE PLANET PLAN and Laurent Garnier’s 

GREED. The latter hints at a dreamy or subconscious world at the beginning of the video when a radio 

presenter says (in French): ‘It’s a normal day in an irrational world.’ The video depicts an incoherent 

string of actions: some ‘secret service’ men are following someone; a woman commits suicide; 

another man threatens a female cashier; a pregnant girl is walking in the street after clubbing while the 

secret service men run and throw a baby doll to each other; a mailman drives a scooter. At the end, the 

girl gives birth and she and the mailman show the baby as if they are performing in a play. While all of 

these characters meet each other, the relation between them and between their actions remains unclear.  

This type of incongruous imagery that suggests dreaming is very common not only in 

electronic dance videos but in music videos from other musical genres as well. The altered state of the 

dream is, then, perhaps a characteristic of music videos and thus of ‘youth’ in general. Marsha Kinder 

has argued in an article from 1984 that there is a general similarity between the incoherent imagery of 
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music videos and dreaming. One of those similarities is the way in which both music videos and 

dreams are marked by a structural discontinuity. Kinder bases her argument on neurophysiological and 

psychological models of dreaming. During a dream, discharging brain cells generate the rapid eye 

movement (REM) and direct the REM’s direction and speed in a non-ordered way which may cause 

the abrupt scene shifts and changes within the dream. Certain film techniques may stimulate a similar 

neural activity within the viewer, amongst which are the illogical connection between shots, settings, 

objects and characters. Kinder argues that in cinema the use of these techniques are restricted to create 

a particular style which may be connected to an auteur. In music videos, by contrast, these techniques 

dominate. Kinder concludes that the dream is a new mode in which MTV and television advertising 

can impose its commercial ideology on the viewer.  

Although Kinder’s analogy between music videos and dreaming is interesting, it does not take 

into account how these film techniques are used to create a certain style in music videos as well. In 

other words, Kinder’s argument does not take into account how the model of the dream relates to 

music videos from a particular musical genre and how it contributes to the construction of a particular 

constituency of youth. The hedonist celebration of parties, fun and drugs is a general characteristic of 

youth and music videos from a diversity of musical genres, e.g. rock, teenpop and hip-hop which often 

construct this as a dream-like world or state of consciousness. Dreaming in the sense of experiencing 

an altered state whether awake or asleep is, therefore, related to ‘youth as fun’, both culturally and 

stylistically. Having said this, however, dreaming is also a state of consciousness more specific to 

electronic dance youth and electronic dance videos. Melbon describes for example how the club is a 

place that creates the illusion of being in a dream-world:  

Supplementing the music are the environmental effects of lighting (or lack of it), thick smoke, 

dry ice and even ‘raining foam’, acting both to sensuously disorientate and physically insulate 

the clubbers from, and within, the surrounding crowd, even if only fleetingly. The 

combination of these effects, together with the extremely loud music, can evoke the sensations 

of being in a slightly unreal world, a space in which there is almost too much sensuous 

stimulation at once. Furthermore, the clothes, moving and interacting bodies of the often 

closely packed dancing crowd are themselves adding to this aura of unreality and ‘other 

worldly-ness’. With clever manipulation of lightening and the targeted use of visual effects 

such as slide show loops and film projections—both further ‘directing’ influences of 

production—an illusion can be fostered of being in an-other place at an-other time, of 

momentarily inhabiting a dream-world, of being beyond or outside ‘normal’ time and space’ 

(97).
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Furthermore, images that are associated with the unconscious—often using conventions of 

surrealism—connect particularly well with the hypnotic beats, strange timbres and ‘alien’ sounds of 

electronic dance music.15

 Electronic dance youth’s focus on dreaming and altered states reveals some similarities with 

the psychedelia of the hippie culture and 1960s’ acid rock. Both youth cultures celebrated the eternal 

present in their experience of altered states induced by combining music and drugs.16 Psychedelic rock 

artists such as the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane and Jimi Hendrix, attempted to make a sonic 

equivalent of the psychedelic experience of LSD. Reynolds argues that electronic dance music has 

adopted many recording techniques developed by these psychedelic rock artists (41, 44 and 85). 

Recording techniques used in psychedelic rock music such as echo, overdubbing, multi-tracking, 

reversing, the focus on timbre and reverb, created unnatural sounds that resembled the surreal 

experience of hallucination and the heightening of the senses caused by drug consumption. According 

to Reynolds, techno and house producers have also used other techniques such as EQ-ing, phasing and 

panning that are particularly effective when heard under the influence of ecstasy.17 Both acid rock and 

electronic dance music also focus on the way the interaction between drugs and music produces 

synaesthetic experiences.  Paul Willis notes for example how on an LSD trip hippies saw music 

‘”bubbling out of speakers”, and different notes came out as different colours’ (148). Similarly, 

Reynolds describes the synaesthetic effects of techno and ecstasy combined as ‘tremulous fingertips 

tantalizing the back of your neck, or the simultaneously aural/ tactile equivalent of a shimmer’ (85). In 

electronic dance videos—in early videos in particular—psychedelic animations such as fractals are 

widely used and allude to the psychedelic imagery of hippie culture. Indeed, the imagery of both 

hippie culture and electronic dance youth often centre on visualizations of hallucinations produced by 

the use of drugs such as LSD or ecstasy.     

While electronic dance youth and hippie culture are similar in the way their eternal present has 

a psychedelic, dream-like quality, they differ in the type of imaginary future they celebrate. Firstly, 

Willis argues that the use of drugs represented and produced for hippies a subjective experience of 

living in the ‘now’ while they simultaneously strived for a fuller state of awareness and spiritual 

fulfilment. This search for transcendence was, however, impossible to reach completely; it remained a 

promise for the future. Willis describes this as the hippies’ paradox of believing in transcendence 

although it could never be obtained (85-90). Ravers, by contrast, do not look for some utopian ideal in 

the future but strive for immediate gratification. In their use of ecstasy they are experiencing fulfilment 

in the present. This different experience of the ‘now’ is echoed in a different relationship towards 

everyday, ‘normal’ life. Hippies rejected ‘straight’ society by ‘dropping out’ of the conventional 

lifestyle altogether. They refused to play a part in the normal routines of school and work. Conversely, 

although club culture did offer an alternative lifestyle for their members, it did not entail a complete 

rejection of the ‘normal life’, just a temporary escape from it. So ravers celebrate an alternative life but 

it is mostly confined to the week-end. In this respect, electronic dance youth resembles disco rather 
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than hippie culture. Indeed, the weekly rhythm of working during the week and looking forward to the 

week-end which was so famously depicted in SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER was also the theme of 

Flowered Up’s 1992 video WEEKENDER. Secondly, the imaginary future of hippie culture was a white 

idea of blacks’ and other non-whites’ authenticity. Hippies mistrusted technology because it was 

considered to be an inhibition to authentic experiences which cultures of minority groups such as 

African-Americans assumedly did provide (Willis 91-3). Electronic dance youth, by contrast, 

celebrates technology and its related identity of extreme whiteness. Electronic dance music removes 

every suggestion that the music is made by people in a real world, in a live context. So whereas 

psychedelic rock combines hallucinatory sounds with the ‘gritty feel’ of musicians who play together, 

electronic dance music sounds like robot or alien music (Reynolds 44).   

Hippie culture’s mistrust of technology can also be found in a general uneasiness in Western 

society concerning technology and its relation to extreme whiteness. As I have already explained, 

extreme whiteness is traditionally defined as pejorative because it associates white identity with death, 

non-identity and non-existence. Dyer argues in his analysis of BLADE RUNNER (a film that is also 

often mentioned in studies of electronic dance music) that the android is a white figure that articulates 

a white fear about an imaginary future in which white people have been turned into slaves, i.e. 

androids, themselves. According to Dyer, extreme whiteness is not only the android slave but also the 

destructive manifestations of whites bringing ‘civilisation’ to non-white people in the systematic, 

mechanic and scientifically organised genocide of the holocaust and former empirical powers. In the 

pessimistic imaginary future or the ‘worst-case scenario’ of BLADE RUNNER, the image of whiteness 

appears as both death and the bringer of death (White 213-5). This fear of white identity going awry is 

often projected by adults on white youth’s perceived susceptibility to forms of totalitarianism. In the 

previous paragraph, I have already cited Erikson who contends that youth’s identity crises creates a 

possible breeding ground for totalitarianism. From the perspective of popular music, philosopher 

Adorno makes a similar connection between the ‘rhythmically obedient’ ‘radio generation’ and their 

susceptibility to the totalitarianism of machine music, which blocks out human feelings. Adorno’s 

description of youth’s masochistic obedience to popular music appears quite accurate in relation to 

electronic dance music: ‘(…) as the standardised meter of dance music and of marching suggests the 

coordinated battalions of a mechanical collectivity, obedience to this rhythm by overcoming the 

responding individuals leads them to conceive of themselves as agglutinized with the untold millions 

of the meek who must be similarly overcome’ (312). Indeed, for Adorno the repetitive and mechanical 

sounds of drum machines and synthesisers would have sounded like an extreme version of what he 

had already heard in jazz and Tin Pan Alley music. 

Ironically, Adorno’s argument was exactly the line of thought that electronic dance youth 

pursues. Yet the idea of an imaginary future inhabited by machines, robots and technology is not 

approached like a worst-case scenario but as something that could be embraced as already, simply 

being a part of everyday life. Electronic dance youth’s imaginary future continuously makes these 
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thought experiments about a machine-age. What if technology is not inhibiting but enabling emotions? 

What would a machine of spirituality sound like? What if sounds of nature and sounds of 

industrialisation are actually similar in their role of environmental sounds? As Kraftwerk’s Ralf Hütter 

contends: ‘But machines do have soul as well. (…) You only have to find that soul’ (translated, van 

Veen 46). Electronic dance youth’s imaginary future can then be defined by an imagination in which a 

white, lifeless technological identity is transformed into something both ordinary and spiritual. It is a 

future in which the mixture of traditionally opposed worlds is imagined. So electronic youth celebrates 

a future in which not only the identities of extreme whiteness appropriate the ‘colour’ of soul to 

produce a more positive white identity, but also where black identities are able to appropriate the non-

identity of extreme whiteness as a way to escape the traditional stigma of always already being 

‘peculiar, marked, exceptional’ (Dyer, White 222). This imaginary future implies then a double 

rebellion. On the one hand, this electronic imaginary future implies a rebellion against the 1960s’ rock 

youth’s white imagination of an imaginary future of black authenticity. Instead, in electronic dance 

music an imaginary future of whiteness is celebrated by both black and white male youths. On the 

other hand, this rebellion is also directed against an adult imaginary future in which technology and 

industrialisation inevitably lead to enslavement and death. Electronic dance youth, by contrast, 

celebrates the enslavement to the zombie music as it is produced by the DJ using ‘dead sounds’ of 

former times. Yet, against earlier fears about technology turning society into a dystopia of an in-

human, emotionless world, electronic dance youth celebrates a machine-age utopia where passionate, 

euphoric ravers dance to the mechanised beats of the music.  

Electronic dance videos’ imagery is dominated by a variety of altered states that are always 

infused by the sonic image of technology. A first type of altered state imagines an imaginary, white 

future of machines characterised by fun, passion and love. Basement Jaxx’s humorous CISH CASH is 

mildly rebellious as it provocatively foregrounds Adorno’s equation of the music’s beat with marching 

and with the ‘coordinated battalions of a mechanical collectivity’ (312). The video depicts tanks, 

planes, helicopters and satellite dishes that make a Busby Berkely type of dance choreography directed 

by a white female majorette. Instead of bullets, the tanks shoot beautiful firework in the air and the 

smoke tails of the planes and the parachutists dropping out, make geometric, almost psychedelic 

figures that counterpoint the music’s beat. The video creates youth rebellion in its tongue-in-cheek 

suggestion of an alternative, ‘fun’ use of these war vehicles that are normally used for destructive 

purposes. Air’s enigmatic HOW DOES IT MAKE YOU FEEL? evokes the altered state of ‘machine 

passion.’ The video suggests—although it remains unclear—that a male figure operates some 

machines that enable the composition and decomposition of a figure made out of different body parts. 

For instance, we see an arm flowing through the air that gets attached to a woman with an incomplete 

body while the upper part of her head gets detached. A male, mechanical voice is heard that 

supposedly is from the man who operates the machine, although this remains unclear. The voice’s 

speech is seen as text on a computer screen and it says things like ‘our love can stretch further than the 
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eye can see’. Shots of fingers pushing and switching buttons are edited to the beat, making a 

suggestive and strange sexual link between the music, the person operating the machine and the figure 

that is being composed. Subsequently this link transforms into passion as smoke appears from the 

machine, light bulbs crack and electric wires melt.  

The more serene altered state of ‘machine love’ can be found in Björk’s ALL IS FULL OF LOVE

where two robots, that both have Björk’s face, are overhauled by other machines and fall in love with 

each other and kiss. The video combines opposite elements in order to produce an altered state of 

technological emotion, steel vulnerability and machine ecstasy. The video is dominated by whiteness 

with some dark elements: a white exterior covers the dark steel body construction of the robots while 

they lie in a white, sterile laboratory where dark machines do their work. The robots are presented as 

angelic androids, which is a figure that combines two forms of extremes in white identity: the white 

woman as angel and the white figure of the android. Dyer argues that the depiction of the white 

woman as angel is an extreme instance of white identity because it is a Christian idealisation of the 

white heterosexual woman. In British Victorian times this figure was a response to the perceived threat 

of white hegemony in the Indian and Jamaican resistances to the Empire at the end of the nineteenth 

century. The figure of the white woman as angel represented the ideal of beauty and love and 

foregrounded the idea that whites are special because of ‘their non-physical, spiritual, indeed ethereal 

qualities’ (White 127). Dyer concludes that although this image no longer constitutes a white norm of 

femininity, the language of its image remains powerful in the portrayal of women in romantic fiction 

and ballet and in Hollywood cinema from film stars ranging from Lillian Gish and Mary Pickford to 

more recent actresses such as Jane Fonda and Isabelle Adjani but also in the representation of Princess 

Diana (122-42). Part of this language is indeed present in ALL IS FULL OF LOVE. For example, when a 

machine works on one of the androids, electric sparks make a beautiful ‘crown’ behind the android’s 

head, replicating the traditional back lightening that makes the golden hair of the white angelic woman 

glow and radiate (Dyer, White 122-5). Yet the figure of the white woman as angel merges with the 

figure of the android that traditionally articulates a white fear and despair about a lack of identity, 

about being already half dead and about a possible future of enslavement. These features are indeed 

present in the way the androids are subjected to the machines’ overhaul. Yet this subjection does not 

so much construct them as slaves or victims but as sensitive and touching beings. Shots where the 

machines touch the robots by turning a bolt, for instance, correspond with the arpeggio sound of a 

clavichord so that it seems as if the music touches the steel and transforms it into sensitive tissue. 

There are also many shots in which fluids (paint, oil, cleaner?) stream down the robots’ metal. Yet, the 

fluids do not foreground the lifeless character of the robot but suggest the aliveness of blood and other 

bodily fluids, bringing the robot to life and echoing the exaltation of Björk’s singing. The fluids 

suggest that the robots are capable of passionate, ecstatic love. The combination of the two forms of 

extreme whiteness, then, actually produce the altered state of machine love, which is already present in 
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the music that juxtaposes Björk’s fragile, angelic and ecstatic singing with the technological beat of 

the music. 

While ALL IS FULL OF LOVE explores the technological heaven of android love, other videos 

produce the altered state of the nightmare or a bad drug trip. Here the sinister corners of consciousness 

are explored. For example, in Ferry Corsten’s PUNK, a girl walks into a club and gradually feels 

uncomfortable because the people inside have yellow eyes with elliptical irises which seems to be a 

reference to drugs and the devil.  In the mirror in the lavatories, horrified, she discovers that she too 

has yellow eyes but then she wakes up: it turns out to have been a nightmare. A morbid yet humorous 

example of an imaginary future where technological development has gone awry can be found in 

Basement Jaxx’s WHERE’S YOUR HEAD AT. The video starts with a young male music journalist who 

is going to see a man ‘who says he’s got the latest thing in pop music.’ It is a laboratory where a white 

male professor presents him with a group of monkeys playing music as if they were a band. Yet, the 

animals appear to be genetically manipulated as they have human faces. Gradually things go wrong 

when the monkeys become aggressive and start chasing the journalist. In his flight through the 

laboratory the journalist sees a man lying on a couch where the features of his face are being 

electronically transferred to a monkey lying beside him. Finally, the journalist finds out that the mad 

professor wants to use him for his dangerous experiments as well. The video’s imaginary future 

operates on two levels: on the one hand, there is a clear opposition between the journalist who is an 

insider and representative of electronic dance youth against the nutty adult professor who got it al 

wrong. On the other hand, the video is also funny precisely because of its weird and original concept. 

On a different level the video actually celebrates the weird and sometimes frightening ideas one can 

have in experiencing electronic dance music and drugs. So the title of the song—which is the song’s 

hook line—refers both to the terrible experiments of the professor/adults who use technology in a 

wrong way and to the uncanny, funny twists in the altered state of mind of electronic dance youth.      

The music videos of Aphex Twin create a more seriously frightening altered state of the 

nightmare18 in which children are part of a sinister world. In DONKEY RHUBARB three teddy bears are 

surrounded by children who jump around with them. The children like the bears. Yet, instead of being 

nice, cuddly toy friends, the teddy bears are sinister because they all have the same face of Aphex 

Twin, which is devilish and reddish with a sardonic, frozen smile. Moreover, in other shots the bears 

are in a cellar where they make aggressive gestures and sexually suggestive movements by pushing 

their pelvises forward. In COME TO DADDY there is also a group of children who all have the same 

Aphex Twin face with the scary smile and who act in a violent way: they attack a man, they smash 

things, fight with each other and make the same sexual movements as the bears in DONKEY RHUBARB.

Towards the end of the video, they all group together around a television that has been put out in the 

street with the rubbish and they carry it  along with them. Uncannily, the screen lights up and a skinny, 

scary creature, also with an Aphex Twin head, appears through the screen and steps out onto the street. 

It seems to be a father figure—referring to the title—since all the children group around him and 
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embrace him. The video creates an uncanny altered state because it subverts temporal expectations. 

The Aphex Twin face is disturbing not only because it is replicated in multiple individuals but also 

because it is motionless. The children are frightening because they do not behave according to 

dominant ideas of how children should behave, i.e. innocent, asexual and not dangerous. This 

combination of horror and children is already present in the music itself. “Donkey Rhubarb” includes 

tones that sound like a child’s toy piano while the title evokes both subversion and the image of a non-

threatening animal. “Come to Daddy” interrupts its frightening distorted sounds and its vocal lines ‘I 

want your soul’, with an intermezzo of a girl who sings a nursery rhyme. The crowds in the video, 

then, seem to be a product of the music and the producer’s imagination or, more particularly, they 

seem to be infected, literally, with Aphex Twin’s presence in a commodity (the teddy bears) and the 

media (Aphex Twin/ ‘daddy’ coming out of the television). The videos provocatively play thereby 

with the middle-class adult/parent anxiety of impressionable children who are vulnerable for the 

pejorative effects of commercial culture and the media in particular. The uncanny crowds in these 

videos are therefore an external rebellion, i.e. directed to outsiders of electronic dance youth because 

they provocatively embody a parent’s imaginary futuristic worst nightmare of what could happen to 

their children. 

Other videos are less uncanny in the way they create the altered state of the dream. Here, a 

nice dream often blends with the allusion to the blissful experience of using drugs. For example, in 

Faithless’ TARANTULA it is difficult to distinguish between the two states. In the first half of the video 

we see Maxi Jazz and Sister Bliss lying on a bed, both in a sleepy or dreamy state. In the second half, 

they are in a club walking through a raving crowd. Yet, they appear to be in their own world as if they 

are under the influence of ecstasy which can be experienced by a withdrawal into the self (Melbon 

129). Moreover, the contours of the people in the crowd are sometimes distorted, suggesting a drug-

induced perception as well. In the end it is impossible to tell whether they dream of a rave, or vice 

versa, that they feel like sleeping and dreaming during the rave or whether the first and second part are 

not connected at all. Many videos, however, do not suggest an association between drug use and 

dreaming. HYPERBALLAD creates a connection between the virtual reality of computer games and 

dreaming. The video starts with an image of a sleeping Björk. During the first bass tones of the music, 

‘glitters’ appear above her face and when other sounds are added, the glitters form pixels of an 

electronic screen, suggesting that the music generates the screen. On the screen, Björk appears, 

singing. Yet the image does not transmit well because the sleeping Björk is seen through it. The bad 

quality of the image echoes her voice that is soft and fragile and seems to come from the depths of her 

subconscious. Subsequently, the image changes into the world of a computer game where Björk, as an 

animated figure, runs through a virtual landscape of skyscrapers, mountains and power pylons while 

the video also repeatedly returns to the singing Björk. The video is structured, therefore, according to 

an associative connection between dreaming, computer games and the mood of the music.  
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Another altered state that can be found in electronic dance videos is that of a heightened 

experience of the body. This is importantly, though not exclusively, related to dancing. One of the 

reasons for this is that the drug ecstasy that produces this altered state of the body is a ‘dance drug’: it 

is predominantly experienced during dancing. However, the altered state of the body should not 

exclusively be understood as being caused by drug use. It is also the interaction between the dancing 

body and the hypnotic beats of the music that can produce this altered state, or, as Reynolds claims, it 

is the music that drugs the listener (9). This altered state is infused with the idea of being compelled by 

the music to dance. As one of the interviewed clubbers of Melbon’s research  says: ‘It was really 

really dancey. I wasn’t thinking about it—it was just happening to me. I was FORCED to do it’ and 

another respondent: ‘(…) you’re dancing because you HAVE to dance!’(91). This idea of enslavement 

is also often articulated in rave music’s lyrics in which the singer commands the listener to dance and 

be controlled by the music. Fatboy Slim’s YA MAMA centres on the theme of enslavement in a 

humorous way: a man finds out that if he listens to Fatboy Slim’s music, his arm starts to make 

uncontrolled movements to the incessant beat and to a vocal sample that continuously sings ‘push the 

tempo’. He decides to sell this experience at the market. Yet, the uncontrolled movements of the 

people create chaos and the man is finally arrested by the police.  

While the theme of enslavement is always present in shots of the dancing crowd, electronic 

dance videos also depict the experience of bodily absorption in other ways. A beautiful example of 

this is Josh Wink’s HIGHER STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS (’96 REMIX). In the video there are shots of a 

man sitting on a chair with wires all over his body. It suggests a set-up for a virtual reality experience 

in which the music permeates the man’s body through attached sensors. This image is then a visual 

metaphor for the way the musical sounds of technology enter the body. In other shots the man and a 

woman are dancing while their bodies are visually distorted in a variety of ways. Fast-motion creates 

the effect of the body leaving a visual echo or trace while it moves. In other shots, the bodies’ contours 

are blurred. The bodies are also sometimes distorted in the way a distorting mirror transforms the 

body. The bodily distortions do not only interact with the music in the sense that the music appears to 

touch, permeate and transform the body, but also in the sense that the track contains vocals and bleeps 

that sound distorted as well. The beat also permeates the body in various ways in HIGHER STATE OF 

CONSCIOUSNESS. At one moment, the beat accelerates and leads to a climax. During this acceleration, 

the man in the chair is shaking his head fast as if he has lost control over his movements and is 

surrendering to the music. The different elements of the rhythm are inscribed on the body in another 

shot. In the shot, a light rhythmically flashes onto the body of the woman who stands in the left side of 

the frame. On the right side, a close up of the man’s face appears in profile. This shot is taken while he 

is under water but the water is made invisible except for the water bubbles that, rhythmically, leave his 

mouth. The rhythm of the light flashes and the bubbles vary so that the shot visualises how the 

complexity of the rhythm and the different rhythmic layers—the drum machine’s beat and the high 

hat—are inscribed on and from within the bodies. These film techniques have become visual 
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conventions that are often used to create the effect of music permeating the body and to suggest the 

altered experience of the body and the blurred vision caused by the use of drugs and alcohol. See for 

instance Faithless’ TARANTULA, the Chemical Brothers’ SETTING SUN and the Prodigy’s SMACK MY

BITCH UP).19

HIGHER STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS also foregrounds another aspect of the altered state of the 

body, which Melbon describes as ‘the oceanic experience.’ The ‘oceanic’ is different from the 

‘ecstatic’ experience because the former is not induced by the use of drugs (contrary to the latter). The 

‘oceanic experience’ refers to feelings such as euphoria and release that stand out from the everyday. 

Melbon names a study by Marghanita Laski in which people have described the oceanic as ‘sensations 

of upness, swelling, warm flushes or glowing in the heart, feelings of warmth, of liquidity, tinglings in 

the head and spine and the attainment of calm and peace’ (Melbon 107). The oceanic can also be 

produced by dancing. Since the dancing body is absorbed in the music, ‘the dancer is able to transcend 

or escape the self and strive for a realm beyond the confines of the body’ (Melbon 108). In electronic 

dance videos this is often visualised by bodies that are not confined by gravity. So HIGHER STATE OF 

CONSCIOUSNESS is dominated by shots of dancing bodies floating and flying through space. The 

camera echoes this negation of gravity by making similar movements. The theme of bodies flying 

through space, suggesting the flow of dancing to the hypnotic beats, can also be found in other videos 

such as Air’s SEXY BOY, Basement Jaxx’s LUCKY STAR and Fatboy Slim’s WEAPON OF CHOICE. In 

Massive Attack’s TEARDROP the oceanic experience is depicted within the confines of the body but 

beyond the perceptible since it shows an unborn baby that sings—playbacking the fragile voice of 

Elizabeth Fraser—floating in amniotic fluids while light from the outside creates spots of light and 

shadow inside. The camera follows the umbilical cord during the slow beats of the track, evoking the 

traditional analogy between the beat of the music and the beating of the heart. It also visualises an 

altered state that musician Pauline Oliveros describes as ‘deep listening’, i.e. beyond the surface, 

inwardly: ‘(…) I try to get into the more subtle vibrations of the body, as close to the cellular level as 

possible and even the vibrations of the energy that goes through the body. (…) not only listening to 

sound and vibrations but understanding that we are vibrations’ (qtd. in Toop, Ocean of Sound 250-1). 

A similar type of listening is invited by Howie B’s EXCERPTS FROM ‘ALLERGY’ AND ‘AWAY AGAIN’

that comes from his album Music for Babies and that starts with the suggestions of womb sounds 

while the imagery depicts an animated picture of an embryo. The Chemical Brothers’ HEY BOY HEY

GIRL also centres on the altered state of the inwardly, imperceptible realm of the body as it follows a 

girl who is obsessed by the idea of having X-ray perception—being able to see through the skin to the 

bones and skeletons of people’s bodies. 

Some videos depict the altered state of the oceanic experience by the body being immersed in 

nature and landscape. Björk’s JOGA for instance, depicts a computerised image of the landscape of 

Iceland that is inextricably related to Björk’s own body. While the lyrics tell about feeling emotional 

landscapes, the video ends with the camera circling around a computerised image of Björk and finally 
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entering a hole in her body where the same landscape is revealed. Portishead’s ONLY YOU and The 

Chemical Brothers’ THE TEST produce the altered state of being under water. In ONLY YOU each trace 

of water, such as bubbles or waves, is removed and what is left is a dreamy world on land—the video 

is set in an alley—where the law of gravity does not exist. So Beth Orton’s hair magically floats 

through the air and a boy does a somersault in the air without effort. THE TEST starts with a girl who 

floats under water while she watches a whale slowly approaching her, echoing the music that slowly 

swells. After the whale, beautiful jellyfish with bright colours that light up to the rhythm of the music 

surround the girl and transform the ocean into a maritime disco.  

THE TEST also foregrounds another aspect of electronic dance videos and that is the way in 

which the eternal present of the altered states is constructed as a spatial experience. Here, electronic 

dance videos create the experience of clubbing that Frith describes as a blurring between music and 

environment ‘by transforming space itself into a kind of moving sonic image. Lights and mirrors, 

darkness and deception, are used so that what one sees seems always an effect of what one hears’ 

(Performing Rites 156). In electronic dance videos, however, the environment is not restricted to the 

club but extends into nature and landscapes and any other place. Although this blurring between music 

and environment is a general characteristic of music videos, in electronic dance videos it is a mode 

often used to create an altered state where music permeates the landscape. Björk’s JOGA illustrates 

this. The music of a string orchestra evokes the swelling of emotions and is transferred to the 

movement of the camera that flies just above the ground of Iceland or is high up in the air, while the  

sounds of thunder in the music seem to come from the inside of the earth as the landscape’s crust is 

doing a ‘dance’ of breaking apart, revealing the lava underneath, and coming together again. Other 

videos evoke the effect of the Walkman: the music seems to affect the environment one moves 

through. In the Chemical Brothers’ STAR GUITAR the camera is positioned at the window of a moving 

train. As one sees the landscape move past the window one starts, automatically, to look for 

correspondences between the music and the image and one quickly sees how the hypnotic beat of the 

music creates a rhythm in the way the elements of the landscape such as posts, buildings and trees pass 

the window of the moving train. In Groove Armada’s PURPLE HAZE a man walks through town while 

graffiti of moving musicians and dancers appear on the walls and the buildings as he walks.

So far I have tried to categorise the different types of altered states electronic dance videos produce. I 

would not suggest, however, that these categories offer a complete overview because the different 

altered states of electronic dance music are in fact also a value of fashion and they therefore 

continuously change. Moreover, the constant change of electronic dance youth’s altered states is also 

related to three other, interrelated values of fashion: genre, tempo and sonic textures. The subgenres of 

electronic dance music proliferate to such an extent that it actually constitutes a value of fashion in 

itself. Although a genre distinguishes itself by means of a variety of factors such as certain rhythms, 

the use of vocals and samples or the lack thereof, there is one aspect of genre that is particularly 
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important and that is its tempo or—to use electronic dance music’s term for it—its bpm (beats per 

minute). Indeed, each genre can be defined by a different bpm: garage house and Chicago house is 120 

bpm; techno is 120-140 bpm; ambient house is 0-40 bpm; jungle is 150-160 bpm; gabba is 160-300 

bpm (de Leeuw 436-7). The following quote of trance DJ Paul van Dyke about the changing bpm puts 

forward how this value of fashion is also associated with the notion of a new generation. He is 

commenting on DJs from the early New York garage style who claim that the new trance music is less 

valid: ‘It’s like they’re making good and bad people countable in bpms. Anyone who is dancing to 

something less than 130 bpm is a good person but anybody dancing to something above 130 bpms is a 

kid and a kid is bad. Maybe they’re scared of getting old’ (Haslam 17-8). This variety of tempi 

certainly determines the quality of the altered states produced by the different genres. So for instance, 

the dreamy mood of videos from Massive Attack and Portishead is also an effect of triphop’s low rate 

of bpm (90 or less) while the complicated fast rhythms of drum ‘n’ bass can be found in the busyness 

of city life in Adam F’s CIRCLES or Roni Size’s BROWN PAPER BAG.

A third element that constitutes electronic dance youth’s value of fashion refers to the sonic 

textures or timbres of the music. I follow Reynolds here who argues that the real hook in electronic 

dance music is not the melody, as in pop music, but the sensuous immediacy of timbres, samples, 

beats, tones and other sonic textures (53). This aspect of the music also makes an important 

contribution to the music’s mood. So a distinctive element in the altered state of android love in 

Björk’s ALL IS FULL OF LOVE is the unexpected non-technological sonic texture of the clavichord that 

appears to sparkle and to fill the androids with vulnerability and feelings as they are touched by the 

machines around them. Similarly, the distorted sounds/noise of COME TO DADDY appear to be 

inextricably related to the video’s uncanny world that is terrorised by the children of an Aphex Twin 

monster coming out of a broken television. So electronic dance music’s value of fashion is produced 

by the rapid turnover of subgenres, bpms and sonic textures, which themselves constitute a music’s 

altered state.  

The final temporality of ‘youth’—its transgenerationality—also applies to electronic dance youth. It is 

true, however, that an important aspect of electronic dance youth is its identity of being a new 

generation. Electronic dance youth constitutes a generational clash within ‘youth’ in the way it rejects 

many aspects of rock youth’s identity, despite the similarities between rave and acid rock. The 

celebration of technology and the experimentation with the identity of extreme whiteness runs counter 

to the ideology of liveness, sexuality and black authenticity, which rock youth values. Dutch pop 

journalist Gert van Veen, who is also the DJ producer behind Dutch house act Quazar, argues that 

today there is no longer a generation gap between youths and parents, only gaps between different 

generations of youth. Rock youth’s dismissal of electronic dance youth is, according to van Veen, a 

form of conservatism: ‘The fact that somebody has lived the sixties, does not at all guarantee that that 

person will have a progressive, enlightened view on the nineties’ (8). This clash between different 
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generations of youth puts forward the image of electronic dance youth as a new generation that 

proclaims social renewal with regard to former constituencies of youth.  

This clash is perhaps produced by a more important similarity between rock youth and 

electronic dance youth and that is their claim to maturity and their celebration of ‘youth as authority.’ 

This aspect of youth offers a way in which youth transcends itself without, however, being aligned to 

adult culture but, instead, enabling adults to appropriate ‘youth’ as well. It is the figure of the DJ who 

is the transgenerational figure par excellence. Maybe this is because historically, the DJ was not a 

figure of youth but an adult who spotted, disseminated and initiated youth culture. One of the most 

famous DJs from the 1950s’ era of rock ‘n’ roll was Alan Freed. Being an adult, he was not really 

considered a member of the upcoming youth culture, but rather he fulfilled the role of an initiator and 

an agitator of youth culture: he mediated between youths and adults. In the 1960s, the DJ transformed 

into being a member of youth culture as he participated in youth’s rebellion against the establishment 

while he remained, simultaneously, a figure of authority. Within electronic dance music, the DJ 

continues to occupy both roles—as a participant of and as an authority from within youth. Electronic 

dance youth contains, therefore, a transgenerational element through the figure of the DJ who, 

historically, has always been a mediator between the inside position and the outside position vis-à-vis 

‘youth.’ The next paragraph will analyse how music videos produce this identity of ‘youth as maturity’ 

through the invisibility and disembodied performance of the DJ.        

The performativity of the invisible
Electronic dance youth does not offer a mode of role playing as straightforward as that which can be 

seen in the previously analysed constituencies of youth. Although I argued earlier that electronic dance 

youth centres on figures of extreme whiteness, electronic dance videos are not dominated by DJs or 

clubbers who play androids, vampires or zombies. While these figures can be found in the music, they 

seem to be absent in the visual component of electronic dance youth. The permitted performativities 

constructed in electronic dance videos can therefore not simply be analysed in terms of the figures of 

extreme whiteness analysed earlier. This lack of correspondence between the various levels in which 

role playing occurs can be explained by the fact that the DJ is a star, an author, a narrator and a 

performer in a different way than are artists from other musical genres such as rock, hip-hop or 

teenpop. Related to this, is the way in which electronic dance videos combine the extreme whiteness 

present in the music with other elements of more ordinary whiteness. This ordinary whiteness offers 

the DJ the role of an invisible, powerful youthful authority. It is this role that is dominant in electronic 

dance videos.          

Electronic dance music does not produce ‘youth’ through the star system because its creator is 

the anonymous and ‘invisible’ figure of the DJ producer. Of course, the DJ is never completely 

anonymous. It is always tied to a certain name and to a DJ who is also an author and a performer. 
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Moreover, it is true that DJs nowadays have become quite famous. Reynolds calls them for example 

the new rock stars who even have their own groupies (276). Still, although DJs are often celebrities, 

they are not stars in the same way as artists from other genres. DJs are what I would call ‘anonymous 

celebrities’: artists that address their audience anonymously. DJs’ fame is mostly centred on a name 

and not necessarily on the DJ’s appearance. Moreover, these names sometimes foreground an 

anonymous address in those cases where DJs use an alter ego whose name refers to a machine instead 

of a human identity. For example, one of the pioneers of Detroit techno, Juan Atkins, named himself 

model 500 and 3MB. Other techno artists had names such as 807 State, Aux 88, plug 1 and Atari 

Teenage Riot. There are also some electronic dance artists who have adopted an android identity in 

their visual appearance. While the members of Kraftwerk perform in a mechanical, motionless manner 

similar to androids, the members of Daft Punk always appear with helmets with closed visors as if 

they are robots. Technology also plays another role in electronic dance youth’s anonymous address. In 

clubs, concerts and raves, the DJ often works behind stacks of technology and equipment that render 

him literally invisible to the audience. Generally, in electronic dance music the performance is not 

centred on the identity and star persona of the DJ.20

The extent to which electronic dance music’s anonymous address is a rule rather than an 

exception becomes clear when it is compared to other musical genres where anonymity is quite 

unusual. So while anonymity constitutes the norm in electronic dance music, the invisibility of stars in 

other genres is a major issue. The most famous instance of a non-electronic dance music band that 

remained anonymous is perhaps the Residents but their anonymity is an important contribution to their 

non-conventional, avant-garde approach to making music. An example from mainstream pop can be 

found with George Michael. When he declared that he would no longer appear in his videos, it was 

considered a major statement and a decisive moment in the development of his star personality. 

Another example is the band Gorillaz. Since the band wanted to remain anonymous they decided to 

make the band members cartoon characters. Yet the popular press soon found out that it was a project 

of ‘star’ and former Blur member Damon Albarn. Conversely, the anonymity of electro group Daft 

Punk did not induce the same mystery-that-has-to-be-solved scenario. Daft Punk always appears with 

masks and are dressed up as robots in interviews and other public appearances. While the names of the 

people behind Daft Punk—Thomas Bangalter and Guy-Manuel de Homem Christo—were soon 

revealed, it did not have the same effect as with Gorillaz. The anonymity of Gorillaz was considered a 

statement because it concealed a star’s identity. Daft Punk’s anonymity, by contrast, is viewed as 

appropriate for the genre’s performance conventions. It is true that electronic dance artists such as 

Björk and Moby are more traditional stars, comparable to rock or pop stars. Yet, in electronic dance 

culture these ‘stars’ remain marginal, exceptional phenomena.    

 This anonymous address makes it difficult to determine how electronic dance music produces 

identities of ‘youth’ through the playing of social roles. If ‘youth’ is defined by its experimentation 

and transgression of social roles, the question with regard to electronic dance music would be: who is 
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performing social roles and where? This question is particularly appropriate for music videos where 

DJs are often observers, mere ‘extras’ or even totally absent. Indeed, in music videos it can be difficult 

to ascertain whether the DJ is present. Since the celebrity of a DJ centres mostly on his name, his 

appearance will be unknown to many. Although the fan will recognise his or her idol, it is less certain 

that the main audience will know what the DJ looks like.21 For example, in RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW

Fatboy Slim makes a short appearance at the end of the video as a bystander. Only the insider will 

know he actually is Fatboy Slim. Moreover, since it is an established convention that DJs often do not 

appear in their videos or play a minor role, one can never be sure whether the protagonists of a video 

is indeed the DJ. By contrast, if one saw a pop video by an artist who is making his first appearance, 

we would be confident in the knowledge that the protagonist of the video was indeed the new artist. 

Although music videos generally foreground role playing, in electronic dance videos it can be quite 

difficult to locate the agency that is doing the role playing. 

This difficulty can be explained by electronic dance DJ’s particular relation to the roles of 

narrator, author and performer. In other musical genres, music videos centre on the performance of the 

band or the star. The artist sings a song and thereby occupies the two positions of popular music’s 

double address: she or he is both the character-narrator and the implied author. By contrast, in 

electronic dance music it seems that the DJ does not occupy the role of character-narrator. This can be 

explained by the fact that electronic dance music often lacks vocals. Dance tracks therefore mostly do 

not tell a story through song lyrics. When they do, the lyrics are generally one or more repeated lines. 

Moreover, this singing is mostly not done by the DJ. It is most often a sample or is sung by a hired 

singer. Because these are such established conventions in electronic dance music, it is actually quite 

difficult to determine those cases in which the DJ producer does actually sing. So although the singing 

in electronic dance music can always be tied to the DJ as implied author—he is the one choosing the 

samples and operating the drum machines and so forth—it is most often not related to the DJ as 

character-narrator.  

 Still, there remains an important similarity between the DJ and artists from other genres. Like 

the rock star, the DJ is also an author. Although it has been argued that the DJ heralded ‘the death of 

the author’, DJ-ing simply introduced a different kind of authorship. Since sampling foregrounds the 

circulation of already existing musical material, traditional notions of creativity, originality and 

therefore also authorship, no longer apply. Ulf Poschardt argues that the DJ articulates his authorship 

through the violation and expropriation of other people’s works, which he combines into a new artistic 

unity (376). Creativity and authorship starts therefore with the DJ as listener: ‘The DJ is both: he is at 

once a composer and a listener, and has nothing to do with the death of anybody. The DJ listens to 

records as a consumer and uses this act of artistic consumption as the starting-point for his own 

creation’ (Poschardt 378). So the DJ functions like an author even though the audience doesn’t always 

care to see him that way. On the one hand, the electronic dance audience doesn’t have much brand 

loyalty to artists and doesn’t really care about names of tracks or artists. On the other hand, the DJ’s 
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name does operate as an author’s name. Foucault defines the function of an author’s name as follows: 

‘(…) an author’s name is not simply an element in a discourse (…); it performs a certain role with 

regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function. Such name permits one to group 

together a certain number of texts, define them, differentiate them from and contrast them to others. In 

addition, it establishes a relationship among the texts’ (107). DJ names function precisely in this 

manner. DJ producers are inextricably related to electronic dance culture’s own mythologies, heroes, 

‘founding fathers,’ generic innovations, styles and so forth: Juan Atkins, Derrick May and Kevin 

Saunderson are the ‘Belleville Three’ who originated Detroit techno; Aphex Twin is the technological 

wunderkind, who build his own synthesisers and is said to have played discs made of sandpaper; 

Massive Attack defined the sound of Bristol trip hop while Roni Size embodies drum and bass, and so 

forth.22

While the DJ’s role as author may have been consolidated throughout the years, his role as 

performer is more ambiguous. In the first chapter I argued that the parameter of ‘youth’ as an 

individual identity is a ‘permitted performativity.’ This concept refers to the way youth is produced 

through a particular mode of role playing that is produced in musical dialogue. In electronic dance 

music, this musical dialogue is set up between the DJ and the audience. The DJ communicates with 

the audience through his records, which can be music from others and music he produces himself. The 

DJ has to understand the dynamics of a crowd and he has to know how to build up a night in terms of 

the music’s energy and altered states. Yet this musical ‘conversation’ in electronic dance music is 

structured according to a tension between, on the one hand, a traditional musical dialogue based on a 

close connection between artist and performer and, on the other hand, a different type of dialogue 

where artist and audience are ‘talking’ to each other at a distance. 

On the one hand, DJs are performers in the traditional way—that is, they make their presence 

felt aurally and visibly. The DJ’s performance is inscribed in the music as we hear him scratch, mix, 

repeat samples and so forth. Moreover, despite the large invisibility of DJs, they still also make 

performances where they are physically visible. In clubs they are often put on a platform and in 

concerts they are in the centre of the stage. The audience often faces the DJ and reacts to his 

performance through cheering, waving and, of course, dancing. Similarly, the DJ often waves and 

talks to his audience like a rock star would. Sven Väth, for example, is said to be legendary for the 

way he dances behind his DJ desk. Porschardt describes Väth as ‘a passionate exhibitionist’: ‘Like a 

prophet, he stretches his arms out wide and throws back his head. His eyes seem to be constantly 

sparkling, and anyone who has seen him dancing in his DJ box with tight leather trousers and a bare 

torso knows that Väth has found a style not unlike the live appearances of Elvis or the Beatles 

(…)’(328). Music videos that are registrations of concerts also display this traditional musical dialogue 

between DJ and audience. The ideal behind this type of dialogue is for the performer, i.e. the DJ, and 

the audience to come together. In this way the DJ and the crowd always try to connect and to 
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experience, together, the climax in the music, to celebrate its release and to go to another level in the 

music’s altered states.     

On the other hand, this ideal of a connection between the DJ and the audience goes counter to 

the invisibility of the DJ that still dominates as well. The DJ’s visible performances remain minimal in 

comparison with the star performer of other musical genres. It is not so much that DJs are literally 

invisible—although this happens often—rather, there is a distance between the DJ and his audience 

that undermines the traditional performance ideal of artist and audience getting together. Indeed, the 

audience often does not face the DJ booth and does not focus on the DJ’s physical presence. Similarly, 

the DJ is often not trying to make contact with the audience either as he can be completely occupied 

by his DJ-ing. The DJ always communicates with the audience indirectly: he ‘talks’ to his audience 

through his records. Fatboy Slim states, for example, that he prefers not using the microphone in order 

to talk to his audience:  

Sometimes when it’s getting a bit out of hand, (…), instead of getting the mic and asking them 

just to calm down and hold a bit, you calm them down through your records. A good DJ can 

go in lots of directions, he can say, right, now we’re going to go nuts, now we’re going to 

calm down a bit, now we’re going to go really nuts, now I’m going to finish. I think the start 

and the end are really important. There’s no need to get on the mic; you can communicate 

without resorting to talking. (Haslam 84-5) 

Fatboy Slim has also written messages to his audience that were then projected on a screen (Haslam 

84). There is also a distance in terms of bodily performance. In other musical genres the audience 

often echoes the performance of the artists. So the audience sings along with the artist, they mimic the 

performer’s movements by dancing, jumping, waving or playing air guitar or drumming and 

sometimes they are invited onto the stage to dance or sing with the artists. In electronic dance music, 

this mimicry and closeness between audience and artist often does not exist. On the contrary, there is 

often a distance between the DJ and the audience as they both occupy different spheres. Rarely does 

the audience mimic the DJ’s movements, i.e. scratching, listening through headphones and pushing 

buttons. Instead, the audience dances and is immersed in the altered state the music offers while the DJ 

occupies a position of reflexive, almost intellectual distance. This distance can, however, be difficult 

to maintain as the other ideal of close contact between the crowd and the DJ undermines it.23 However, 

it is this distance, unapproachability and invisibility of the DJ that is foregrounded in music videos 

rather than the other ideal of audience and DJ getting together. The invisibility of the DJ brings me 

back to my initial question: if the individual identity of ‘youth’ is a particular mode of playing roles, 

and if the DJ seems to be hidden instead of performing a role, than how is electronic dance youth 

produced? I argue that it is precisely this invisibility that is electronic dance youth’s mode of 
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performativity and that this ‘performativity of the invisible’ is actually characteristic of the DJ’s racial 

identity, i.e. his whiteness, that produces a powerful and authoritative position.   

As I have already stated earlier, Dyer argues that whiteness is defined by the way it is not 

marked as a particular race. Whites are, in this respect, racially invisible. The so-called lack of a racial 

mark on white people’s bodies is echoed in the ideal of true whiteness, which is its non-corporeality. 

The white ideal body is tight, straight and trained. This control of the body displays the spirit within 

which can never be seen and the recognition of intellectual capacities. The characteristics of whiteness 

as racially invisible, as a disembodied spirituality and as a subject without properties, are implicated in 

the way the white subject exercises power. Dyer argues that the position of invisibility is traditionally 

the most powerful: ‘whiteness as power is maintained by being unseen’ (White 45). This position of 

invisibility can be found in the position of the watcher, produced by perspective in painting and the 

voyeuristic point of view in film editing that is most often occupied by a white middle-class male 

character who captures the female or black subject as spectacle (White 45). Although these definitions 

of whiteness have their origins in previous centuries, they still prevail in modern society. They can 

also be found in electronic dance youth, although not without a twist. 

In some respects, the figure of the DJ continues some of these traditional features of 

whiteness, such as its invisibility, its disembodied performance and its intellectual distance. The DJ 

works, as I have already explained, from an invisible position. Moreover, this invisibility is enhanced 

by the appearance of a disembodied performance. Artists who play acoustic instruments make a 

musical performance which has a visible causal link with their bodies, or, in other words, you hear 

what you see. The music is, as it were, ‘grounded’ in the musician’s body. You see the star singing 

and that is what you hear and the guitar solo can be traced back to the guitarist’s fingers moving along 

the snares. Even in cases where this is not actually true, e.g. playbacking, this link between body and 

music is what one is led to believe. With DJs, by contrast, this causal link seems to disappear. Often 

the DJ is busy with the music the audience does not yet hear as he is already listening to the next 

record in order to find the right groove from where to mix it with the one that is playing at the 

moment. Similarly, the DJ producer who plays his own music is seen pushing and turning buttons and 

operating his software and it is for the audience unclear how these bodily actions relate to what one 

hears. Moreover, the DJ’s performance does not centre on his body in the way a singer or a drummer 

or guitarist has its own characteristic body language. This is not only an effect of the DJ’s invisible 

position. According to Reynolds, for example, DJs are notorious for never dancing. Moreover, he also 

puts forward a point made by Will Straw that to be ‘hip’ in electronic dance culture means to be 

cerebral and to have disembodied knowledge (274). This is not only true for dancing but also for 

singing. For instance, Soulwax’s video TOO MANY DJS features shots of all different types of male 

DJs. The reason why some of them look like idiots is precisely because they sing along with 

Soulwax’s song. The DJ’s disembodied performance is a form of white masculinity defined by a 

critical intellectual distance. The authority that ensues from this can be found in the DJ’s status as 
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tastemaker and music critic and in his supposed thorough knowledge of musical history and in his 

talent for building a unique record collection. So in the DJ’s invisibility, his disembodied performance 

and his intellectual distance, traditional forms of ordinary white masculinity are repeated. 

In this disembodied, distanced position of the DJ that continues some of the traditional 

characteristics of white masculinity, electronic dance youth actually rejects the type of masculinity put 

forward by rock. Rock distrusts technology—even though they use it abundantly—because of this lack 

of a clear link between bodily actions and musical sounds and this importance of the body in rock 

performance is inextricably related to a certain type of masculinity. Simon Frith argues that an 

important element in rock’s common sense is the idea that playing an instrument is a physical exercise 

that involves a visible, bodily effort, hence the common opposition made by rock between ‘live’ 

performance and ‘dead’ studio activity. For rock, the causal link between gesture and sound is a 

condition for the ideal of community and energy: ‘The guitarist became the symbol of rock because he 

(masculinity is a necessary part of the argument) communicates physically on stage even more 

obviously than the singer—the link between sound and gesture has become so familiar that audiences 

have even developed the ‘air guitar’, a way of sharing the guitarist’s physical emotions without 

needing an instrument at all’ (‘Art versus Technology’ 268).  

There are, in fact, some electronic dance videos that explicitly parody the macho masculinity 

of rock. For instance, Moby’s FIND MY BABY centres on the comical idea of the baby as rock star. The 

joke is a result of the contrast between the body of the baby and the body of the male rock star whose 

gestures are so obviously expressive of his macho identity.24 The video shows some babies who play 

in a rock band while the straps that keep them up are clearly visible, suggesting they are merely 

puppets on a string. At the end of the video the scene becomes chaos as the babies start playing with 

their instruments and one of them then even makes the famous rock move of breaking the guitar. In 

Josh Wink’s SIMPLE MAN conventions of electronic dance music and rock are mixed in a comical 

manner. The protagonist is a ghetto blaster who turns into a rock star and lives the life of sex, drugs 

and rock ‘n’ roll. While the figure of the ghetto blaster embodies the anonymous machine identity of 

many electronic dance artists, Josh Wink actually plays the ghetto blaster’s manager and thereby 

occupies that other position typical for a DJ of being the invisible person behind the scene who 

controls everything. The video moves to a climax when the ghetto blaster doesn’t show up at his 

concert. When Wink looks for him he finds him in the classic rock scene of a smashed hotel room 

where a female groupie lies in bed, completely drugged while the ghetto blaster/ rock star is about to 

drown in his bath. Laurent Garnier’s FLASHBACK is a parody on rock’s celebration of the live concert. 

The video is set in a cellar where Garnier as the guitarist and a drummer perform for two girls. They 

begin by putting a CD in the player and start it while they then pretend to play the instruments. The 

men and the girls act as if it is an actual rock concert and the girls constantly interrupt Garnier to give 

him presents and ask for his autograph. At the end the drummer reproaches Garnier that he is 
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unprofessional by not smashing his guitar on time. The video does not only parody rock’s valorisation 

of liveness but also the type of masculinity it entails.  

Notwithstanding the similarities between the figure of the DJ and traditional forms of 

whiteness, the DJ is also a figure that experiments with and transgresses these ‘old’ norms of what a 

white man should be. In this respect, the type of masculinity put forward by the DJ does not only 

reject the masculinity of rock youth but also the masculinity of adult, white culture. While the non-

corporeality and invisibility of the DJ corresponds to (following the argument made by Dyer) the 

traditional model of ordinary, white masculinity where the subject without properties signals its 

intellectual superiority, the DJ simultaneously adopts the identity of extreme whiteness in the way he 

makes music. The DJ provocatively plays with white adults’ anxieties about being a lifeless subject 

and transforms them into a ‘machine produced’ altered state, bodily experienced by an ecstatic 

dancing crowd. Indeed, although the DJ is a figure that heralds traditional aspects of white masculinity 

and can be viewed as a mark of civilisation in its similarities with the subject without properties, it is 

also a figure that stands in an uneasy relation to ‘civilisation’ because it is a figure of authority that 

experiments with technology in order to celebrate those features of ‘youth’—fun, drugs, parties—

which adults often consider a threat to civilisation.

So the DJ is a figure that both heralds and transgresses traditional norms of white masculinity. 

This double position also explains the particular place of the DJ within the domain of electronic dance 

youth. The DJ is somewhat distanced from ‘youth’ because of his status of being an authority. 

Simultaneously, though, he is inextricably part of ‘youth’ because he creates electronic dance youth’s 

altered states and orchestrates the dancing crowd. Cassius’ humorous FEELING FOR YOU illustrates 

this. In the video the role of the DJ is transferred to a boy who transforms into a superman who comes 

to rescue a dull party. The failing DJ is hit by the superman DJ who takes over and plays a Cassius 

record. The next morning the newspaper reads the headline: ‘Cassius saves party.’ FEELING FOR YOU

foregrounds a general role of the DJ as youth hero because he is the one who orchestrates electronic 

dance youth’s altered states. In this role of youth hero, the DJ embodies therefore the ideal of ‘youth as 

authority’ or ‘youth as maturity’ par excellence—and can therefore easily be appropriated by adults as 

well. Indeed, the DJ producer has been credited with various roles of authority. He has been likened to 

an architect, a shaman, an orchestrator, a curator, a storyteller, an engineer, an educator and even to 

god. These roles can also be found in electronic dance videos.    

The DJ has often been compared to an architect of sonic environments. In the previous 

paragraph I have already analysed the way in which altered states are indeed often intertwined with a 

particular, musical experience of space, nature, landscapes and other environments. In some videos the 

DJ as architect walks through the sonic environment, which is his own creation. For example, Adam 

F’s CIRCLES depicts the DJ walking through the streets of New York at night. This image of the city is 

depicted from the aural perspective of Adam F’s music. The busy traffic, foregrounded through fast 

motion, echoes the complicated and nervous rhythms of Adam F’s drum ‘n’ bass music, while the 
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ripples in a puddle appear to be caused by the melisma of a vocal sample. Besides the shots of Adam 

F, there are also shots of other people who seem to observe as well. Indeed, although Adam F appears 

fairly often in the video, one cannot be sure whether he is indeed Adam F—except for those 

aficionados who know DJs by face—but this enhances his authority. Not unlike the prison director 

who inspects his own prison incognito, disguised as an anonymous prisoner, the DJ walks through a 

sonic urban landscape in which the people on the street are oblivious of the privileged position of the 

DJ. The role of the observing architect of sonic environments is here a powerful position for the DJ 

because it is, in a way, invisible. The DJ as observer/architect provides then a position of ‘youth as 

authority’ in which the DJ as an invisible controlling power draws an environment and its inhabitants, 

into the domain of electronic dance youth without them realising it.  

This power to manipulate and control environments has traditionally been restricted to white 

people and white men in particular—think for example of white entertainers’ incorporation of other 

people’s spaces into white agendas (Dyer, ‘The Colour of Entertainment’ 41). In the domain of 

electronic dance youth, however, black male artists are also able to exert this power. For instance, 

many videos of Faithless (INSOMNIA, WE COME 1, SALVA MEA) depict Maxi Jazz walking through the 

urban landscape that seems intertwined with Faithless’ theatrical music. In Roni Size’s BROWN PAPER 

BAG the city is more radically manipulated. In the video, Roni Size has the power to stop time with a 

magical kitchen timer so that the world is stuck in a moment, moving back and forward. While he 

walks through the town in order to catch a plane, he sees the effects of his magical powers. For 

instance, in the beginning of the video we see a man and a woman who have a fight and the woman 

picks up a television to throw it. Yet, after Size has operated the kitchen timer, the television remains 

in the air, flying back and forth, replicating the stuttering beats of the music. Roni Size moves freely 

past the people who are caught in their actions and who are oblivious of his presence and his use of 

power. The video creates a spatial freedom and power for Roni Size, made possible by his 

‘invisibility’. Roni Size thereby appropriates an important feature of white masculinity. BROWN PAPER 

BAG visually replicates the fact that black DJs are, to a certain extent, racially invisible because their 

music sounds racially invisible, i.e. white, or, as Reynolds puts it in relation to black techno artists 

Juan Atkins and Rick Davis (who formed Cybotron): ‘In Detroit, everybody assumed Cybotron were 

white guys from Europe’ (19).  

Significantly, in the beginning of BROWN PAPER BAG it is a white man who gives the magical 

kitchen timer to Size. The moment is symbolic for the way black artists have appropriated not only a 

particular ‘white’ musical style but also a particular type of white masculinity that offers black male 

artists a type of power that cannot be found in many other cultural domains.25 In this respect I disagree 

with the interpretation of Kodwo Eshun. He argues that black music’s fascination for science fiction 

‘imagery’ in their music is a symptom of the fact that the category of the ‘human’ was never 

meaningful for black people. I would argue, however, that the DJ in electronic dance youth is a figure 

that enables black male artists to adopt the white ideal of the subject without properties. It is true that 
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black DJs appropriate forms of extreme whiteness that articulate a fear about whites being the slaves 

of the future, i.e. the androids. In this way the figure of the android is symbolically aligned with the 

history of African-American people. However, this reading does not take into account the fact that 

within electronic dance youth the android is precisely not approached as a slave; instead electronic 

dance music explores the ways in which the machine identity is infused with human qualities such as 

emotions. Eshun’s interpretation also does not take into account the fact that black electronic dance 

DJs also appropriate traditional forms of whiteness and the ways in which whites occupy a powerful 

position. It is precisely this position of authority, invisibility and intellectual distance that is adopted 

by Roni Size in BROWN PAPER BAG.

The DJ as the architect of sonic environments refers to the DJ being the creator of electronic 

dance youth’s altered states. This ability to construct altered states is often likened to the figure of the 

shaman, who reports from his journeys into the far regions of consciousness and passes his 

experiences on to the raving audience (cf. Toop, Ocean of Sound 277-8). This seems to be the case in 

the Aphex Twin videos where the sinister, static face of the DJ multiplies onto others. The videos 

depict Aphex Twin as a person who seems to have travelled to the zone of nightmares and the dead. 

The role of the DJ as the creator of altered states is dominant in electronic dance videos and can also 

be found in those videos where the DJ is depicted as orchestrator. In Sven Väth’s FUSION this role of 

orchestrator is made literal as Väth plays a conductor of a classical orchestra that also includes 

someone who plays turntables. The video is a visual metaphor for the way Väth ‘conducts’ various 

samples into one musical whole. A similar role can be found in those music television programmes 

such as MTV’s Party Zone that offer a string of tracks from different DJ producers, which are mixed 

into one continuous track by another DJ. The accompanying videos are also visually mixed as one 

video fades into another.26 The DJ who mixes here is invisibly present as the ultimate authority that 

decides on the development and transitions from one altered state to another. In many electronic dance 

videos the DJ producer does not appear and is only present through the music, although ‘only’ is not 

appropriate for a medium in which the image is mostly guided by the DJ’s musical creation. Indeed, 

the visually absent DJ is always present in the way music videos depict altered states, i.e. depict 

landscapes, nature, the body, machines and an infinite range of other possible sites, from the aural 

perspective of the DJ.

The DJ producer who is visually absent from his video, foregrounds one of the most pervasive 

figures of authority DJs adopt in music videos and that is the role of storyteller. Often DJs only have a 

short appearance in their music videos as a bystander. The Chemical Brothers often use this strategy. 

For instance, In BLACK ROCKIN’ BEATS they stand at the bar of a club which is attended by the boy 

and girl the video follows. THE GOLDEN PATH centres on a man who dreams of escaping his boring 

life at the office. The Chemical Brothers are only present in pictures on the wall as Siamese twins who 

are employees of the month. In ELEKTROBANK the two DJs are also present in a photograph next to 

the one of the female turner whose efforts the video depicts. HEY BOY HEY GIRL follows the life of a 
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young woman and the Chemical Brothers only appear at the end when they step out of a cab. In 

SETTING SUN they appear at the beginning and end of the video where they watch a girl who lies, 

drugged out, in a field. The DJ’s appearance in cases such as these can be compared with the famous 

appearances of Hitchcock in his own films, which Raymond Bellour has described as his authorial 

signatures (73-8). DJs’ short appearances are also authorial signatures and one could make an analysis 

of these appearances and the function it fulfils in terms of the video’s performance and narrative. The 

authorial signature makes an important contribution to the DJ’s role as storyteller.  

Electronic dance videos also construct the DJ as storyteller, or, more correctly, as implied 

author in another way—although it is often linked to the narrative function of the DJ’s authorial 

signature. This happens in the way a video constructs ‘coolness.’ This is not that different from the 

way the presence of the implied author in literature can be noticed, according to Chatman, in the use of 

irony (76). If irony refers to the assumption that the implied author means something other than what 

is said on the level of the character-narrator, then ‘coolness’ is structured in a similar manner. This can 

be the case in those videos that foreground a certain ‘uncool’ behaviour to such an extent that it 

becomes clear that the video’s implied author actually tries to accomplish the reverse. Fatboy Slim’s 

PRAISE YOU illustrates this. The video shows a group of middle-aged people who do a dance routine 

in front of a cinema entrance where people are queuing to get in. The dancing people wear out-of-

fashion, 1980’s aerobic clothes. The group’s dancing is amateurish, really clumsy and ‘uncool’ in 

comparison with the slick choreographies of professional dancers in so many other music videos. 

Moreover, the production of the video also seems to be clumsy because of the grainy image, the set up 

of the performance that can be interrupted at any moment by employees from the cinema—which 

indeed does happen—and the moderate quality of the music that comes out of the small ghetto blaster 

(at least, that is the suggestion). However, this uncoolness is heightened to such an extent that we 

cannot assume that Fatboy Slim is actually seriously associating his star identity with ‘amateur’, ‘out 

of fashion’ and ‘clumsy.’ Indeed, more probable is an opposite reading in which the video creates 

coolness in various ways. It is cool in daring to be uncool. It is cool not to care about how you dress or 

act. It is cool to come up with the idea of clumsy dancers in front of a cinema. It is cool to draw 

clumsy middle-aged people into the domain of electronic dance youth. PRAISE YOU ultimately creates 

coolness by claiming not to be trapped in those aspects that seem to be characteristic of ‘youth’: being 

cool, following the latest trends in fashion and dance moves, fantasising about being in control of 

one’s body and being young. 

In the Chemical Brothers’ OUT OF CONTROL coolness is also established by the suggestion of 

not being trapped in fixed categories. The video creates coolness by an unexpected switching of genre. 

The video starts in the typical setting of a South American revolution. A young man and woman, 

passionately kiss each other before they act out their plan of upheaval. While the woman distracts a 

small army of policemen by drinking a bottle of soda in an aggressive yet seductive manner, her 

boyfriend sneaks behind the policemen. Then he calls for their attention, as he is about to drop a 
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similar bottle that has been made into a firebomb. However, when the bottle flies through the air, it 

stops in freeze frame and the image transforms into the package shot of a commercial that sells the 

bottle, with a soda drink called ‘Viva Cola’, and on screen the caption ‘in the heat of the moment’ 

appears. The video is transformed into a parody on the format of the commercial while it also inhibits 

a serious reading of the revolution narrative. The video thereby creates irony/coolness for the DJ as 

implied author through, again, a distanced position vis-à-vis both genres and their ideological 

messages. To be cool, the implied author seems to argue, means not to be trapped in any ideology, 

communism or capitalism. The videos analysed here are but two examples of electronic dance videos 

that create coolness as an identity of ‘youth’ that ultimately refers to the invisible role of the DJ as 

implied author. I do not have space here to analyse other examples. It should be clear that the number 

of ways in which electronic dance videos may reveal the presence of the invisible role of the DJ as 

implied author through, for instance, the identity of coolness, is unlimited.               

Finally, I want to look at other performers besides the DJ who are also present in electronic dance 

videos: the singers and the audience. With regard to the singers, there are DJ collectives that have an 

organisation similar to that of a band. The most well known example of an electronic dance group that 

resembles an actual band is perhaps Faithless that consists of DJ sister Bliss, rapper Maxi Jazz, 

producer Rollo Armstrong, singer Jamie Catto and guitarist David Randall. Underworld, Portishead 

and the Prodigy are also DJ collectives with a singer. So far I have made no distinctions between these 

group members and the DJ producer. Now I  would like to look at the way in which they relate to each 

other. The singers in these groups are more physically visible than their DJ colleagues. Indeed, singers 

such as Faithless’ Maxi Jazz and Portishead’s Beth Gibbons have become the face of their groups and 

they are the protagonists in most of the music videos. In that sense they mediate between the audience 

and the distanced position of the DJ. Still, these singers do not have the same status as the singers of 

rock bands. Singers of electronic dance collectives remain somewhat anonymous in comparison with 

the star status of rock singers or rappers. This anonymity is even greater in those cases were singers 

are not permanent members of an electronic dance group but are taken on by the DJ producer for one 

or more tracks. In music videos the anonymity of the singer is also foregrounded. Singers often figure 

in music videos but since electronic dance videos use samples so pervasively, one can never be sure 

whether the person who we see singing is the actual singer on the track. This uncertainty about the 

vocal source makes the singer’s anonymity greater and his or her status of ‘author’ even less plausible. 

Moreover, singers in electronic dance music often do not have the same status as ‘author’ compared to 

singers from other genres. The case of the Prodigy illustrates this. Although singers Keith Flint and 

Maxim Reality are the famous faces of the Prodigy, the actual producer—read ‘author’—of the music, 

Liam Howlett, remains backstage.27 This also happens frequently in electronic dance videos. Here the 

prominent performance of the singers sometimes suggests that they are the authors while the actual 

author is a DJ producer who does not appear in the video. 
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The relation between the DJ and the singer has often been described in terms of hierarchical 

gender and racial relations. This relates to the dominant use of vocal samples of black female divas 

who bring ‘soul’ to the otherwise ‘rational’, ‘cold’ music of the DJ producer. Sash’s STAY illustrates 

this. While a black woman makes an emotional vocal performance, the white DJ is involved in some 

action-movie type of scene where people with high tech equipment chase him. However, this 

relationship also exists between black female singers and a black DJ. For instance, in Todd Terry’s 

KEEP ON JUMPING the exuberant soul singing of Martha Wash and Jocelyn Brown seems to affect the 

people in the other shots who spend a nice day in sunny New York while Terry himself is only present 

in some shots in a park where he concentrates on his turntables. The use of soul diva samples is a 

classical element of some subgenres of electronic dance music—house in particular—but it is not the 

only type of singer to be found in electronic dance music. White female singers also exist, although 

not in the soul genre (Björk, Beth Orton, Moloko’s Roisin Murphy) as do white male singers (Air, 

Moby) and black male singers (Tricky, Maxi Jazz). Indeed, white male DJ duos such as Basement 

Jaxx and Groove Armada have often worked with black male singers who also figure in their videos. 

See for example Basement Jaxx’s FLYLIFE and Groove Armada’s BUT I FEEL GOOD. Conversely, I do 

not know of any black DJ who works with a white male singer.  

A group such as Faithless internally struggles with the possibilities of transgression and 

consolidation of norms regarding roles of gender and race. GOD IS A DJ illustrates this struggle in the 

way it communicates with the audience in both the traditional mode of closeness and the more 

distanced position characteristic of the DJ’s performance. The video consists of two parts. The first 

part is in black and white (a trademark of many Faithless videos) and is set in the city. The video 

centres on the ‘DJ as God’ analogy by creating a religious feeling. Maxi Jazz walks through the dark 

city while a huge spot light emanating from a helicopter captures and follows him. He does not lip 

sync his singing but ‘translates’ his singing through hand gestures. This creates a distanced form of 

communication so characteristic of DJ music. This enigmatic type of communication is even spread 

out in the city as we see a woman and two men talk to each other by means of similar hand gestures. 

The spot light and the indirect form of communication evoke the idea of Maxi Jazz being a disciple or 

Jesus figure or of being someone from another world or from another state of consciousness. The first 

part of the video then provocatively transgresses traditional norms of race by presenting a black man 

as a Jesus figure who derives his power from a distanced and enigmatic position.  

This transgression is halted, however, in the second part of the video. Now the ‘cool’ black 

and white stock changes into the ‘hot’ red colours of an audience that raves at a Faithless concert. 

Here, Jazz performs in a traditional mode as he joins the audience in their ecstatic jumping and 

communicates with them by waving his arms. The only person, besides Jazz, that appears frequently in 

shots, is DJ Sister Bliss. This is characteristic of most Faithless videos. While the band actually 

consists of four to five members, Jazz and Sister Bliss are the faces of the group and appear in most 

videos. The second part may be read as a transgression of gender roles as Sister Bliss, as a DJ, 
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performs the role of DJ/God. Sister Bliss has indeed a powerful position: while Jazz  makes a bodily 

performance in most Faithless videos, Sister Bliss is the silent person behind Jazz who is more 

concentrated on her keyboards and computers than on connecting with the audience, which suggests 

that she is ‘in control’ in making the music. Because of her silent presence and her status as a DJ she 

does indeed provide an alternative form of femininity. Through her disembodied performance and her 

intellectual distance, the female DJ appropriates some of the characteristics of traditional white 

masculinity. However, Sister Bliss’ role of DJ is often transformed into the role of keyboard player. 

This also happens in GOD IS A DJ. The power of the DJ is for an important part derived from the fact 

that for the audience it is hard to relate the DJ’s bodily actions (turning knobs, pushing buttons) to 

what one actually hears. However, in GOD IS A DJ, we frequently see Sister Bliss behind her 

synthesiser and her playing can easily be traced to the characteristic synthesiser tones of the track, 

grounding the music in her bodily performance. In other videos she also makes bodily performances 

(see my analysis of TARANTULA in the next paragraph). From this perspective, one could make an 

interpretation of GOD IS A DJ that is the opposite to the one I have proffered. One could argue that the 

most powerful position is not occupied by Sister Bliss but by the other DJ, the white Rollo Armstrong 

who we barely see. So the video’s evocation of the DJ as God is produced by the embodied 

performances of black male rapper Maxi Jazz and white female Sister Bliss who are controlled by the 

programming of the invisible, disembodied presence of the white male Rollo Armstrong.28 So whereas 

the first part of the video provocatively presents Jazz as a black Jesus, in the second part it becomes 

clear that the most powerful position is still occupied by the white male DJ/ God and that this power is 

derived from his invisibility and disembodiment. Still, this reading is, again, possibly subverted by the 

fact that many people in the audience probably do not know of the existence of Armstrong. This is, 

indeed, another effect of the invisibility of the DJ: his invisibility does not enhance his authority but 

passes him into oblivion. Electronic dance music is, then, a genre where other performers who do not 

have the status of author come to the fore and occupy a place that is more prominent in comparison to 

other musical genres.     

This point brings me to those other performers who also take a central place in electronic 

dance videos: the audience. When the DJ is invisible and other performers are absent, it is often the 

audience who becomes the main performer, either in raves, clubs or in music videos. Indeed, it is often 

stated that in electronic dance music it is the audience that is the actual star. In the next paragraph I 

will analyse in more detail the dancing crowd in electronic dance videos. Here I want to look at some 

of the relationships between the DJ and the audience. It is tempting to argue that the relationship 

between the DJ and the audience or the singers can be explained through hierarchical gender and racial 

relations. For example, Reynolds makes a distinction between the masculinity of the DJ and the 

femininity of the crowd: ‘The DJ in his booth and his head-nodding acolytes are contrasted with the 

implicitly feminine abandon and hysteria of the dance floor proper. The DJ labours to elicit 

uncontrolled physical responses that he disdains himself; he is the maestro, seducing and arousing the 
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“feminine” crowd, guiding it through a multiorgasmic frenzy’ (274). This relationship between the DJ 

and the female audience members can certainly be found in some electronic dance videos. For 

instance, Groove Armada’s I SEE YOU BABY and I SEE YOU BABY (FATBOY SLIM REMIX) focus on 

women as erotic spectacles. The first video consists entirely of women in aerobic clothes who work 

out and thereby make sexual movements. The second is about a male security guard who has set up 

cameras in a club and the club’s lavatories. As a voyeur, he watches how the female clubbers make 

erotic dance performances before the camera. Similarly, in Bob Sinclair’s DARLIN’ the camera 

frequently focuses on the sexy body parts of various beautiful women that attend a party. Although all 

videos have an ironic, camp feeling—the security guard is depicted as an idiot and the women finally 

discover the cameras and remove them angrily—the female clubber as erotic spectacle is still put to 

the fore.

Basement Jaxx’s PLUG IT IN depicts technological experimentations as the enactment of a 

sexual fantasy. The two male members of Basement Jaxx play security guards in a company that is 

selling ‘second hand super models.’ These are life-sized robots of sexy women who come ‘alive’ by 

plugging an electric wire into them. The two men start experimenting with the models: as the female 

robots are wired they start to move into erotic poses. Yet the two men do not operate the remote 

control correctly and the models eventually break and burn. While the video is meant to be humorous 

and the members of Groove Armada alias the security guards are depicted as idiots, the video does 

provide an interesting visual metaphor for the way the DJ makes music and communicates with his 

audience. The video visualises the work of the DJ who experiments with technology (the robots and 

the remote control) and uses it for all kind of purposes the equipment was not originally made for, in 

order to make ‘zombie music’ from dead sounds (the robots who come alive). Subsequently the music 

is played to a female, sexually aroused crowd (the poses of the models). Electronic dance videos now 

increasingly seem to depict the dancing audience as a group of sexy women who are aroused by the 

DJ’s music. 

Notwithstanding these videos where the female audience is controlled by the male DJ and 

depicted as an erotic spectacle, there are also many videos where the DJ is not present and that 

foreground the female audience’s own experiences and perspectives. For instance, the Chemical 

Brothers’ THE TEST, SETTING SUN and HEY BOY HEY GIRl, Rui da Silva’s TOUCH ME and Ferry 

Corsten’s PUNK all focus on the experiences of female clubbers and the strange and weird visions they 

have during raves. The DJ’s presence is, of course, always implied by his status as author. Yet, this 

implied author is often actually the storyteller of a narrative that is told from the point of view of a 

female protagonist that often engages in unfeminine activities; it is, however, also true that because of 

his invisible position, the powerful authority of the DJ also sometimes seems to recede into the 

background, opening up a space for female clubbers. In this respect the audience of electronic dance 

music is indeed the star because they adopt a position that is more independent than in other musical 

genres. This opens up a space, then, where the female audience—despite the male dominance on the 
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side of musical production—has a certain power that sometimes leads to the subversion of dominant 

norms of how a girl should behave. In some videos, for instance, young women behave like ‘bad girls’ 

that are described by Pini as women who engage in all kinds of subversive activities usually restricted 

to men (125). One of the most famous videos in this respect is the Prodigy’s SMACK MY BITCH UP.

The video is completely shot from the point of view of a person who spends a night taking drugs, 

drinking, being violent, assaulting women, going to a stripper club and having sex with a woman. The 

implied viewer is led to believe that the person is a man because of all these traditionally masculine 

activities. Yet, at the end of the video the person whose point of view we have been following looks 

into a mirror and it turns out to have been a woman. The video caused controversy and was banned 

from many music television channels or was only scheduled during the night, although it probably 

escaped the censors that the video was actually subversive not for its violence to women per se but for 

its shaking up of expectations concerning gender roles and for its transgression of gender roles. 

Another example is Delerium’s SILENCE. In the video a man is attached to a woman with a rope. The 

woman starts to run on a beach. The man seems to have difficulty keeping up with her and sometimes 

he even falls. The relation between the man and the woman is enigmatic. It suggests a power relation 

in which the woman controls the man and is physically stronger than him.      

Reynolds interpretation of the DJ as disembodied masculinity and the audience as embodied 

femininity is not entirely accurate either with regard to electronic dance youth’s masculinities. It is 

true, to a certain extent, with regard to the DJ part but not with regard to the audience. It may be 

accurate that DJs themselves do not dance but adopt a cerebral attitude—Aphex Twin’s dancing in 

WINDOWLICKER is an exception to this rule—they do not have the same attitude to dance as do male 

rock artists. Rock youth distinguishes between the behaviour of the male and the female audience and 

thereby consolidates traditional gender norms. While the typical female response to rock is to dance, 

the male audience response is to mimic the musician’s movements (playing air guitar) or to have a 

more intellectual response by sitting down and listening to it (head music). In electronic dance youth, 

by contrast, the quality of a good DJ is measured by the amount of people he gets on the dance floor, 

both men and women. So while the DJ is himself not a figure characterised by dancing, the white male 

dancer is an important figure within electronic dance youth. 

One of the innovations of electronic dance youth is that it provides a domain where dance no 

longer functions as a courtship ritual: sexuality recedes into the background—although in many cases 

there are traditional courtship rituals and a focus on sexuality—and instead there is a focus on cuddly 

love and spiritual friendship. Rave culture focuses on dance as an activity pleasurable for its own sake 

not as a courtship ritual or as an articulation of heterosexuality per se. Because of this different 

function of dance, the male and female members of the electronic dance audience occupy similar, 

more egalitarian positions. It has also opened up new, less macho and less aggressive forms of 

masculinity without them becoming the type of masculinity prevalent in teenpop that is often 

considered ‘effeminate.’ Indeed, electronic dance youth is innovative because it provides a domain in 
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which white men can dance without it being a threat to their heterosexuality; or, as Angela McRobbie 

puts it in her review of Reynold’s book: ‘This is after all the milieu [techno] in which he [Reynolds] 

discovered what James Brown knew all along—that it wasn’t unmanly to dance’ (‘”Come Alive 

London!”’155). In electronic dance videos, white male clubbers are mostly part of the dancing crowd 

(see the next paragraph) although there are also some videos that focus on the individual male dancer, 

such as Moby’s BODY ROCK. In the video a young white man wants to audition for Moby by dancing 

to his video. He says to Moby: ‘I’m telling you man, I’m gonna blow you away, I’ve got so many 

good moves.’ A resigned Moby watches the guy making an energetic dance performance on a parking 

lot. During the dance, the guy asks Moby to operate a sprinkler installation, a gigantic wind machine 

(which nearly blows the ghetto blaster away) and a fire installation (that accidentally sets a car on fire) 

for special effects. The video is humorous because of all the misplaced special effects and because of 

the enthusiasm of the guy, but not because he is dancing per se. Moreover, although Moby doesn’t 

dance himself but instead is the man behind the scenes—his invisible role as DJ is transferred to his 

‘invisible’ role of being a theatre technician who operates the machinery behind the scenes—the 

masculinity of the dancing guy is not radically different from Moby’s masculinity. Indeed, the 

peaceful, non-macho, non-sexually aggressive masculinity of Moby seems to echo the dancing guy 

who is endearing in his enthusiasm. Still, this non-traditional type of masculinity doesn’t lead to the 

suggestion of a homosexual relation between the guy and Moby. I do not want to suggest, however, 

that dancing in electronic dance youth always produces a non-aggressive white masculinity. For 

example, Prodigy members Keith Flint and Leeroy Thornhill adopt a dancing style inspired by punk in 

a video such as NO GOOD (START THE DANCE). Similarly, in Fatboy Slim’s WEAPON OF CHOICE,

Christopher Walken makes a dance performance dressed in a business suit. The video creates coolness 

precisely because Walken’s dance does not undermine his appearance of the traditional white man’s 

body of being straight, lean, well kept and in control.  

The raving crowd and ambient youth 
Like rock youth and hip-hop youth, electronic dance youth claims to be an underground subculture. 

This claim has been articulated every time new people enter the scene and claim electronic dance 

music as theirs too and thereby shake up the old members’ sense of having an underground subcultural 

identity. Reynolds describes for instance how newcomers shook up the Balearic scene in London as 

early as 1988. The Balearic scene referred to a particular scene that emerged in London in 1987. It was 

grouped around the clubs Shoom, Spectrum and the Trip and DJs such as Paul Oakenfold and Danny 

Rampling who came across house music on Ibiza, which was, and still is, a favourite holiday 

destination for ravers. The Balearic scene became increasingly popular throughout 1988. When the 

British tabloid press found out about the scene, they published moral panic articles about the 

outrageous sexual behaviour and abuse of ecstasy at acid house parties. Yet in a similar vein to hip-
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hop, the moral panic discourses of the popular, adult press, instead of scaring people away, simply 

created a rebellious identity for electronic dance youth, which attracted new people to the clubs. 

Reynolds describes how the Balearic scene was horrified by these subsequent newcomers and soon 

dubbed them ‘acid teds.’ This name referred to the new clubbers as hangers-on who did not have a 

clue about what was hip and trendy and who were likened to adults in their forties who still considered 

the identity of the teddy boy hip (Reynolds 57-69). Related to this claim for an underground identity is 

a whole list of characteristics that electronic dance youth often use to identify themselves. Sarah 

Thornton has made a chart of oppositions according to which electronic dance youth defines itself, 

‘us’, against ‘them’ (115). Electronic dance youth claims to be a minority instead of a majority, hip 

and cool in contrast to the straight and the square, rebellious against the conservative, alternative in 

relation to the mainstream29 and independent instead of being commercial.

 Although this claim to the underground is an important part of electronic dance youth’s 

identity, it does not correspond with the ways in which the music has been a commercial phenomenon 

since its inception and the ways in which various media have contributed to electronic dance youth’s 

identity of being an underground subculture. David Hesmondhalgh has analysed this tension between 

rave’s underground identity and its commercial status with regard to the rise of small electronic dance 

labels in the UK. These ‘independents’ fulfil an ideological function in rave culture as it has often 

been claimed that the small record companies provide more creative autonomy for their artists, 

radically challenge the domination of major corporations in the music industry and provide a 

democratization of music production not unlike the punk labels a decade earlier. Hesmondhalgh 

argues that this claim is to a certain extent accurate since electronic dance music accomplished a 

decentralisation of music production and spawned hundreds of ‘micro-companies’. However, there are 

mainly two strategies in order to sustain a small company for a long period and make ‘serious’ money: 

the crossover hit and the compilation album. While both commodities release electronic dance music 

into the mainstream market and thereby guarantee the economic survival of small record companies, 

they are rejected by rave culture as forms of subcultural betrayal. The difficulty for small record 

companies consists then in balancing short-term economic profit by crossing over and the risk of 

losing credibility, which leads to the loss of cultural capital and ultimately to a decrease in long-term 

sales. Although these micro-companies sometimes operate autonomously from the major labels, most 

often they are related to major corporations through a whole variety of deals and partnerships. What 

makes these micro record companies and their artists so attractive for the majors is precisely their anti-

corporate identity and their underground credibility, or as one staff member of an independent 

describes the majors’ motivation of offering a partnership: ‘they’d be buying cred from us’ (qtd. in 

Hesmondhalgh 246). The result of this is that the major record labels actually face the problem of how 

to attract subcultural artists and independents without these losing their underground status and 

credibility. So both the major and the independent record companies benefit from presenting their 

relationship as one that provides relative autonomy for the independent label. Major record labels have 
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therefore developed various strategies in order to suggest that the small labels are independent from 

their parent company by giving the micro company separate offices and a different name for instance. 

In this way ‘the majors have worked to assimilate as rapidly as possible the symbolic resonances 

attached to independent record companies’ (Hesmonhalgh 246).      

While both the major and independent record companies carefully seek to keep intact the 

oppositional, anti-corporate identity of rave, the moral panic stories that appear in mass media also 

contribute to electronic dance youth’s rebellious identity. In national newspapers, tabloids and 

television news shows, the raving crowd has been mainly identified as a controversial collectivity 

characterised by massive drug consumption. This public outcry even extended to fiction as the British 

detective series Inspector Morse and the American youth drama Beverly Hills 90210 had episodes that 

centred on the dangerous drug abuse in rave culture.30 The illegal rave party is another subversive 

event associated with the raving crowd. Since the late 1980s, illegal parties were organised in 

Britain—and later also in other parts of Europe and in the U.S.A.—in open fields, warehouses, grain 

silos and aircraft hangars. The organisers of raves continuously played cat and mouse with the police 

and the police even developed special task forces in order to handle the problem.31 These parties were 

also the subject of tabloid articles which evoked the image of the illegal rave as a national youth 

problem. Sarah Thornton argues that the effect of these moral panic stories is that they transform a 

local youth culture into a major event and disseminate the culture nationally. Furthermore, negative 

news reports about raves actually ‘baptize transgression’ and are essential to electronic dance youth’s 

oppositional identity. Rejection of rave by mainstream media such as the BBC or the tabloids is a 

status that the rave underground aspires to because it guarantees its radicalism: ‘although negative 

reporting is disparaged, it is subject to anticipation, even aspiration. Positive tabloid coverage, on the 

other hand, is the subcultural kiss of death’ (135). Often the moral panic stories and the censoring or 

banning of certain songs, music videos or artists actually offer free publicity for subcultural industries 

and are even sometimes orchestrated by these industries (Thornton 122-37).    

Thornton contends that so-called ‘niche media’, i.e. consumer magazines, also make an 

important contribution not only to the covering of a subculture but also to its construction. She 

analyses the case of acid house that is considered to be authentic because it emerged from the Chicago 

underground dance clubs. Yet, this image was carefully constructed by the British record company 

London Records who coined the genre in the late 1980s. The company released several albums of a 

series called The House Sound of Chicago. The sleeve-notes of the third volume promoted acid house 

as an exciting new genre and they foregrounded three qualities that authenticated the genre. Firstly, 

acid house was framed as rebellious because of its drug-orientation and its possible susceptibility for 

moral panic. Secondly, a genealogy for the genre was created by referring to the previous year’s hit 

“Acid Tracks”, creating a point of origin for the emerging musical style. Thirdly, the new genre was 

identified as a subculture with an underground identity that emerged from Chicago’s underground 

dance clubs. London Records also invited British journalists to Chicago to see the scene for 
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themselves. Magazines such as New Musical Express, Melody Maker, Record Mirror and Soul 

Underground then published articles on the new genre of acid house in which the three themes of 

transgression, psychedelia and authenticity were repeated. Subsequently, the magazines, most notably 

i-D, continuously published articles on the emerging rave scene in London. They helped to define the 

subculture by cataloguing the places, music, clothes, argot and behaviour of the participants. So 

different media, operating on various levels and each playing its own part, are inextricably implicated 

in the construction of electronic dance youth as a ‘subculture’, Thornton argues (151-60). In a similar 

vein to the consumer magazines, music videos also contribute to rave youth’s subcultural identity.32

This is achieved generally by focusing on the altered states in which alternative levels of 

consciousness are explored and that always, at least for the insiders, hints at the consumption of drugs. 

I have already analysed a variety of these altered states in a previous paragraph. Here I want to look at 

those videos that depict the most common collectivity within electronic dance youth as a subculture: 

the raving crowd.       

Electronic dance videos sometimes construct the crowd in opposition to outsiders such as the 

police. In the Chemical Brothers’ BLOCK ROCKIN’ BEATS, cops chase a boy and a girl who go to a 

rave. At the end they are arrested. In Daft Punk’s REVOLUTION 909, cops raid a club. Faithless’ WE

COME 1 adopts a reflexive and melancholic attitude as rapper Maxi Jazz watches how a crowd fights 

with the police. One shot of a female raver and a policewoman who are kissing seems to be Jazz’s 

utopian imagination of peaceful reunion. Massive Attack’s RISINGSON creates an aggressive yet 

enigmatic relation between insiders and outsiders. In the video the members of Massive Attack are in a 

house. They perform the music, but their consciousness seems elsewhere, echoing the dreamy, 

hypnotic yet ominous sounds of the song that is reminiscent of a drug trip. Meanwhile, an invisible 

force is raiding the house. Shapes of police officers (?) move past the windows, smash the windows, 

saw through the doors and scale the house with ropes. The members of Massive Attack, however, 

barely notice the threat of outside. They seem completely immersed in the menacing sounds of their 

music that creates an altered consciousness that continually appears on the verge of going awry and 

turning into a bad trip. The image and music evoke a drug experience and produce a ‘passive 

rebellion’ that completely negates the attempts of those who try to enforce the rules and norms of 

‘normal’ society and the adult routines of work and discipline. 

Arguably, RISINGSON provocatively enacts the fears and worst-case scenarios that are often 

expressed in the moral panic stories of the tabloids and other mass media: youth who are completely 

numbed and spaced out because of drug abuse. The videos of Aphex Twin also make this kind of 

provocation in embodying the fears of outsiders, i.e. adults and parents but also other youth 

constituencies such as hip-hop. Frightening, aggressive and dangerous groups can be found in the 

videos that accompany Aphex Twin’s unsettling, fearful music. I have already described how DONKEY 

RHUBARB and COME TO DADDY articulate external rebellion. This is not only achieved by depicting 

an imaginary futuristic nightmare, but also by the supposed effect of this vision on children and by the 
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uncanny multiplication of the author Aphex Twin. The videos articulate, then, external rebellion 

because it suggests a threatening crowd, created by the uncanny regeneration of Aphex Twin himself 

that embodies adults’ worst fears about technology, media and their offspring.  

The collectivity in Aphex Twin’s WINDOWLICKER also embodies rebellion but this time it is 

directed against hip-hop youth’s macho universe. Again, the crowd consists of an uncanny 

multiplication of Aphex Twin: a group of bikini clad women all with Aphex Twin’s face dance around 

Aphex Twin himself. The group attracts two black men who had earlier tried to seduce two of the 

women. The men have a hip-hop identity because of the way they and the girls talk, using hip-hop/ 

street talk terms such as ‘bitches’, ‘nigger’ and ‘player’. The men have already stated their desire to 

have sex and they are clearly aroused by the sexy women despite the fact that the women now have 

Aphex Twin faces. The men are, however, positioned as idiots. They do not succeed in their seduction 

and they lack the control over the women that Aphex Twin has. Their role of outsider is confirmed 

towards the end. Here the leading female dancer, who arouses them the most, turns around and it 

appears that she has a monstrous, deformed face with a huge nose, mouth and teeth. The two men are 

horrified and flee while Aphex Twin pops a bottle of champagne and produces the clichéd visual 

metaphor of ejaculation. WINDOWLICKER constructs then a group identity that consists of hip-hop 

gender roles but that is transformed into a collectivity where gender has gone awry and that uncannily 

subverts hip-hop’s division of gender roles and that even manages to scare away the mythical figure of 

hip-hop masculinity himself, i.e. the player.        

Although the crowds in Aphex Twin videos can be interpreted as embodying external 

rebellion to outsiders such as adults, parents or hip-hop youth, they can simultaneously be understood 

as the effect of a bad drugs trip. In this case, there is not a rebellion directed against somebody. Rather, 

an altered state is offered that explores the uncanny corners of consciousness. In some music videos 

sensations such as fear and paranoia are related to the crowd. In Ferry Corsten’s PUNK, for instance, 

the club crowd gradually scares the video’s female protagonist because of their yellow eyes, which is a 

reference to drugs, horror and the devil. Massive Attacks’ ANGEL also constructs a threatening crowd 

that seems to underline the menacing bass tones in the music. The video starts with Massive Attack 

member ‘Mushroom’ (Andrew Fowles) who leaves his car in a huge parking garage. While he walks 

through the desolate and dilapidated building, another man leaves his car and walks behind him. 

Anxiously Mushroom looks over his shoulder. Gradually more men walk behind Mushroom, amongst 

which is Massive Attack member ‘3D’ (Robert Del Naja). Mushroom starts to run from the crowd 

who follows him. Then Mushroom stops and turns around to face the crowd who has stopped as well. 

For a moment the individual and the crowd look at each other. Then slowly Mushroom starts to walk 

towards the crowd and the crowd turns around. Now the tables are turned and the video ends with 

Mushroom chasing the crowd. Whereas in the Aphex Twin videos the antagonism between individual 

and crowd is set up between insiders and outsiders of electronic dance youth, in ANGEL this 

antagonism and a feeling of paranoia exists within the group of Massive Attack members themselves. 
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Aphex Twin’s videos celebrate an uncanny collectivity because it provokes outsiders while ANGEL

concludes with a change of consciousness in which the individual is able to regain control and chase 

away his anxiety of a menacing multitude.  

The negative identification with the crowd is also often replaced by the ecstatic realisation that 

the crowd is not ‘against you’ but ‘with you.’ Here the individual and the crowd relate to each other in 

a different way. This can be seen in those videos that merge the artists and the audience—in contrast 

to many other electronic dance videos analysed in the previous paragraph that create a distance 

between the DJ producer and the audience. Significantly, this is often the case in videos of Faithless, 

which is a dance act that has a close resemblance to the traditional form of a band. Reynolds even calls 

groups such as Faithless ‘band house’ (376). So like a rock or hip-hop concert, the artists on stage and 

the audience replicate each other’s movements. This is made clear in Faithless’ GOD IS A DJ where 

rapper Maxi Jazz and DJ Sister Bliss jump on the stage and wave their arms towards the crowd that 

also make similar movements. In other Faithless videos, the artists are literally part of a crowd, 

although their individuality is foregrounded. ONE STEP TOO FAR illustrates this: guest singer Dido 

stands amidst the raving crowd but while everybody around her is lost in dancing, Dido stands still and 

sings, directly addressing the camera/ viewer. Moreover, whereas the lighting of the crowd is green, 

Dido, Jazz and Sister Bliss are lit in another colour (blue, yellow). Because of this, they do not only 

stand out against the multitude but they seem to be in their own world, experiencing a synaesthetic 

altered state offered by the blend of colour and music. This foregrounding of the members of Faithless 

against the crowd seems to be a way of constructing them as stars who merge with their audience.  

Although this reading is certainly accurate, there is also a sense in which they are positioned 

not as stars but simply as individuals from within the crowd. For a characteristic of the clubbing crowd 

is, according to Malbon, that it both anonymises and individualises. The anonymity is related to the 

huge number of people within the crowd and the way communication with each other is difficult 

because of sparse lighting, smoke and the high volume of the music. Still, as an individual, one can 

have a positive identification with the crowd. A clubber, Melbon points out, can feel as if the crowd is 

with him or her when one has the feeling that everybody is having the same experience and is on the 

same level of consciousness. Anonymity refers then to the experience of being submerged in the 

crowd. A clubber can also, however, experience the crowd as being distinct from him or herself. In 

this instance the individual does not interact with the people around him or her. The clubber is then in 

his own world. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the individual completely shuts off from the 

crowd. Melbon argues that the crowd individualises in the way a clubber can trace his or her own path 

through the multitude. A consciousness of the self cannot be disentangled from a positive 

identification with the crowd, with the music and with the way a clubber may dance and approach and 

even sometimes touch other people (Melbon 74 and 114). For examples of videos that depict this 

individual path within the crowd see the Prodigy’s NO GOOD (START THE DANCE) and the Chemical 

Brothers’ SETTING SUN.
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Another example of this individual path within the crowd can be seen in a sequence during the 

second half of TARANTULA. Jazz and Sister Bliss walk through the dancing crowd but they seem to be 

in their own world and they appear only vaguely to notice the people around them. The people in the 

crowd disappear behind rays of light, then appear again in fragments of visible faces and body parts or 

transform into the shadowy contours of a dancing person. Jazz and Sister Bliss also sometimes 

disappear behind the club’s lights that shine into the camera, ‘blinding’ the implied viewer. While 

Sister Bliss is amidst the crowd, having her eyes closed and being in her own world, a hand touches 

her on the shoulders. This does not seem to bother her though as the smile on her face suggests 

ecstasy. Similarly, Jazz is touched by some girls. Yet, this does not so much produce Jazz as a 

desirable, heterosexual subject as it constructs a particular spiritual bond between him and the female 

clubbers. It suggests that they are on the same level, experiencing the same altered state, while Jazz 

does remain in his own world as he seriously looks into the camera, not really taking notice of the 

girls.

In other shots the relationship between the individual and the crowd is established in a more 

complicated way. There are some medium shots in which an anonymous male and female clubber and 

Jazz and Sister Bliss each appear, alone, dancing in front of the camera. The particular position of the 

camera, however, creates a sense of togetherness characterised by what Melbon calls a sensation of 

‘in-betweeness’ referring to ‘a flux between identity and identification’ (74). In other words, the video 

moves back and forth between the anonymity of the crowd and the individual within it: the medium 

shot distinguishes the individual from the long shots of the crowd. Moreover, the camera has an 

unusual perspective. It appears to be attached to the head (although this cannot be seen) of the person 

within the frame. So when that person moves, the background behind him or her moves as well. This 

creates the impression of being drawn into the dancing of the individual clubber since the movement 

of the camera and that which the implied viewer sees is determined by the dance movements of the 

clubber. This perspective creates the impression that the implied viewer is an intimate dance partner of 

the person within the frame. In this way the shot establishes a bond between the person within the 

frame and the implied viewer, drawing the latter within the collectivity of the raving crowd.  

Two videos of the Chemical Brothers also focus on the individual clubber and his or her 

relationship to the crowd. In the last part of HEY BOY, HEY GIRL a young woman walks through the 

raving crowd as she is absorbed in her own altered state. Ever since she was a child, the woman has 

been obsessed by bones and skeletons and the possibility of having X-ray eyes and seeing people’s 

bones through their flesh. In the club, she looks at her hands and they magically transform into bones. 

Subsequently, the entire crowd is transformed into dancing skeletons, but only in shots that depict the 

woman’s point of view. So in one shot we see the woman walking through a normal crowd and in the 

following shot, seen from the woman’s perspective, we see the same multitude as skeletons, drawing 

the crowd into the altered state of the individual female clubber. In THE TEST the crowd is only 

fragmentarily present in a female clubber’s psychedelic visions. As she imagines herself in other 
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places such as the ocean and the beach, there are short flashes of her standing in a club. Only towards 

the end does the video contain longer shots of the club where the woman stands still within the 

dancing crowd. It seems as if she is completely oblivious of the people around her because she doesn’t 

respond to somebody’s hands waving in front of her face. However, the video does suggest some 

connection between the girl and the dancing crowd around her. In the woman’s surreal, psychedelic 

visions, she encounters a girl with only one eye who is wearing a red jacket. Later, we see the woman 

in the club while another young woman, wearing a red top, dances in front of her. After this shot the 

video cuts back to the girl with the red jacket in the woman’s psychedelic world, suggesting that the 

woman incorporates impressions of other people around her in the club into the bizarre world of her 

altered state.           

The technology of sampling and remixing also produces a collectivity generated by the DJ. In 

a similar way to hip-hop, electronic dance videos create a collectivity by uniting identities from the 

past and the present by means of sampling. Moreover, the club DJ, like the hip-hop DJ, also makes 

remixes in which the DJ enters a dialogue with another contemporary artist. For example, Groove 

Armada’s track ‘I See You Baby’ has two videos. One is the ‘original’ track and the other one is based 

on a remix Fatboy Slim made of the song. Another form of collectivity is the sequence of videos I  

mentioned earlier. Here it is the DJ who creates a collectivity by uniting the tracks and videos of other 

artists into one mix. So whereas each track is created by a different producer and accompanied by its 

own video, they are not isolated from each other as with other videos. Normally, when music videos 

are shown, a music video starts only when the previous music video is completely finished. With the 

collectivity of the mix, one video blends into the other since on the aural level the transition from one 

track to the other is also smoothly mixed by one individual DJ. For example, there is one string of 12 

videos from different artists that form a collectivity created by DJ Kevin Saunderson’s mix called 

‘Transmission from Deep Space Radio.’ 

Some electronic dance videos do not seem to construct a group identity—or an individual 

identity—for electronic dance youth. This happens in those videos where the music seems to recede 

into the background. In these cases the traditional format of the music video, i.e. the song guiding the 

image, seems to be abandoned, at least during some moments. This happens for instance in Air’s ALL I

NEED. During some sequences of the video the music seems to be merely an aural background of what 

happens in the image. The video adopts the format of a documentary in which a boy and a girl are 

interviewed about their relationship. While they comment on their love the music’s volume is 

decreased and this even happens during what is traditionally the most important part of a song: its 

chorus. The video almost gives the impression that it could have equally been made with other music  

and that the song fulfils the role of film music.33 In other shots, however, the music still seems to guide 

the image, as it does in most music videos. The song ‘All I Need’ is very quiet and has, through the 

use of synthesizer sounds, a gliding quality that reminds one of waves. This is visualized through shots 

of people skating off and on artificial hills, sometimes situated in a skate park where the hills have 
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aquarium-like colors. The slow tempo of the song is reflected in the small number of shots. The most 

obvious visualization of the music is during the instrumental introduction of the song: a siren-like 

sound that leads up to the quiet music of the song which begins with a whizzing sound. The fast 

rhythm of the siren is visualized through the fast editing of the shots, which ends in a shot with a long 

pan that accompanies the quiet music. So in ALL I NEED it is hard to tell whether the music plays a 

subservient or a leading role. It remains uncertain which role dominates. Yet, if ‘youth’ is produced in 

music videos by the various ways in which popular music is foregrounded through the imagery, and if 

the music is in the background of these electronic dance videos, then it seems unsure not only how 

youth is produced but if it is produced at all. This uncertainty relates, according to me, to one of the 

characteristics of ambient music, which is a genre that is also present in electronic dance music.  

‘Ambient music’ is a term Brian Eno introduced in order to describe the music he was making 

on albums such as Discreet Music (1975), Ambient 1: Music for Airports (1978) and Ambient 4: On 

Land (1982). Ambient music is in some ways similar to Muzak. Instead of denouncing Muzak as 

‘aural garbage’, ambient music explores the interesting philosophical implications of ‘background 

music.’ Ambient music can be described as ‘environmental music’ because it aims at an interaction 

with the environment. On the one hand, it seeks to blend with the environment and the sounds of that 

environment, including silence. On the other hand, it aims to alter that environment by the way it 

creates a mood and an atmosphere. In this way, ambient music functions in a similar way to colour or 

perfume. In rave culture, the idea of ambient music was picked up in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

when artists started to experiment with the idea of making electronic music not for dancing but for 

resting, relaxing and talking during or after clubbing. Many clubs therefore had a chill-out room that 

was centred on the idea of a bedroom party. Here, people could lie on mattresses and listen to 

‘mellow’ music.’ This new environment for listening to music was accompanied by a new sub-genre 

of electronic dance music: ‘ambient house’ or ‘ambient techno.’34 Ambient house often has no beats, 

or they are so slow or softly mixed that it does not invite the listener to dance. MTV also adopted this 

spatial and temporal division by offering the programs Party Zone and Chill Out Zone. In the late 

1990s the idea of ambient music had a revival in electronic dance music with yet another sub-genre: 

lounge music. Similarly, this was music used for ‘decorative’ purposes.35 Air’s ‘All I Need’ does 

indeed sound like lounge music and functions in that way as well in the video. During the comments 

of the boy and girl, the music is in the background. The video’s imagery echoes the music’s ‘chill out’ 

atmosphere. Even when the music comes to the fore, the video still focuses on the relaxing and quiet, 

gliding quality of the music through tranquil shots of the couple’s life such as when they sleep in their 

car or when they sit on a mountain.  

However, I do not want to focus on the sub-genre of ambient house or lounge but on the way 

in which music and image produce a particular audiovisual environment in certain electronic dance 

videos that produce what I would call ‘ambient youth.’ Ambient youth refers to a particular 

relationship between youth and the urban environment that is echoed in the role of music in music 
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videos. In a sense one could say that in general youth cultures are about claiming space. In hip-hop, 

rebellion is articulated through a claim of space: the gangsta fantasy of claiming the world and the 

pimp’s celebration of mobility through cars, private planes and yachts. Teen pop’s explorations of the 

teenage places close to home anticipate the appropriations of places around the world by pop youth. 

The claim of the urban environment is also a theme in Daft Punk’s DA FUNK and Fatboy Slim’s 

PRAISE YOU.

In DA FUNK the music is in the foreground but instead of that being the raison d’être of the 

video, it fulfils the narrative function of an annoying and inhibiting element in the video’s story line. 

The video’s protagonist is a man dressed as a dog: he has a man’s body but his head is a dog’s head 

and his hands are dog’s paws. The man-dog walks through the streets of New York where everybody 

else is normal. The video gives a melancholic impression of life in the big city as the man-dog tries, in 

vain, to connect with the people he meets. The man-dog carries a small ghetto blaster, which is the 

diegetic source of Daft Punk’s track. So the music is tied to the man-dog’s presence and its volume is 

altered depending on the man-dog’s position vis-à-vis the camera. When the man-dog wants to buy a 

book from a man on the street, the music’s volume intensifies and the salesman asks the man-dog to 

turn the volume down because he cannot conduct business in this way. The salesman seems to voice 

the implied viewer’s wish as well, since the music intrudes in the narrative action one is invited to 

follow. While the man-dog shows a willingness to cooperate, he indicates that he cannot reduce the 

volume because the buttons on the ghetto blaster are broken. Subsequently, he walks past a store 

where he spots a girl he knows from his childhood. Eventually she invites him to dinner. When they 

are about to enter the bus to go to her place, the man-dog sees a sign in the bus that reads ‘no radio’. 

Helplessly he is left behind while the bus with the surprised girl drives away.36

The video creates an intriguing world because the protagonist fails to connect with people not 

because he is a man-dog—the video’s most obvious element whose taken-for-grantedness creates 

coolness for the video’s implied author—but because of his music. Traditionally, the ghetto blaster is a 

way for youth—black hip-hop youth in particular—to appropriate public places with their music and 

thereby annoy other people, namely adults, who feel threatened by this. This is not the case in DA

FUNK, however. While the music is presented as a part of the man-dog’s identity, it appears to be, 

simultaneously and mysteriously, something beyond his control. The music interferes with his 

attempts to connect with other people; the music is a nuisance in the man-dog’s communication 

attempts with others while it is also a nuisance for the implied viewer’s attempt to follow the 

dialogues. Daft Punk’s track is therefore, ultimately, subordinated to the video’s storyline and is in that 

sense background. Yet, within that story the music becomes foreground as it is assigned the role of 

obtrusive element. DA FUNK therefore plays with the different levels of listening to the music because 

the story of the video takes precedence and the music thereby recedes into the background while the 

narrative function of the music is its obtrusive presence. As a viewer, one wishes to ignore the music 

while the video’s story almost forces one to listen to it. 
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In Fatboy Slim’s PRAISE YOU, the music functions in a similar way as it does in DA FUNK.

Within the video’s diegetic space the music functions as an obtrusive element while the music is 

ultimately subordinated to the video’s storyline. The video therefore subverts the traditional music 

video format where a video’s story serves the music and is guided by the music. The video centres on 

an amateur dance group of middle-aged people who perform before a cinema entrance in a big city. In 

the middle of the dance routine, an employee of the cinema walks to the group’s ghetto blaster and 

turns it off because the group is blocking the cinema’s entrance. The music stops and the leader of the 

group starts hugging the man and then quickly puts the music back on. The people queuing in front of 

the cinema seem to be rather puzzled about the strange act. In PRAISE YOU the music is foregrounded 

in terms of the ‘narrative’ because the music intrudes into public space. Yet it is not the music per se 

that dominates but the set up of the video. So the idea behind the video does not seem to be about 

setting up a musical event or creating a musical performance but to be about creating a story line not 

dominated by the repetitive structures of the music but by a gradual suspense for the viewer from 

initial puzzlement towards the question of whether the dancers can pull it off. 

ALL I NEED, DA FUNK and PRAISE YOU actually propose different ways of listening to the 

music or different levels of attention given to the music. The video then negotiates a point David Toop 

makes about ambient music not necessarily being a particular style but ‘more a way of listening, an 

umbrella term for attitude’ (Ocean of Sound 62). He probably refers here to Brian Eno’s point that 

‘ambient music must be able to accommodate many levels of listening attention without enforcing one 

in particular: it must be as ignorable as it is interesting’ (qtd. in Toop, Ocean of Sound 9). So ambient 

music is not so much background music but music that can function as both background and 

foreground and that can move between both positions. The notion of ‘ambient youth’ refers, then, to 

this mechanism of moving between background and foreground that operates in some electronic dance 

videos: the music of youth is used as a film score that one can almost ignore not unlike the film scores 

of classical Hollywood cinema often do their narrative work unnoticed; only during some moments do 

we suspect that the video’s world is related to youth. Videos such as ALL I NEED, DA FUNK and 

PRAISE YOU construct ‘ambient youth’ by metaphorically transferring the relation between ambient 

music and its environment to the relation between music and image where the image is an 

‘environment’ for the music. DA FUNK and PRAISE YOU continuously put to the fore the way youth 

claims space and draws attention through its conspicuous consumption and its loud music. The 

loudness of the music foregrounds the role of the DJ as implied author and his role of youth as 

authority.    

However, the videos are perhaps not necessarily about youth per se, but about urban life. 

Youth is then still present but ‘only’ in the sense that today’s urban life is pervaded by youth culture: 

popular music is used everywhere as background music/ Muzak, shopping malls target the teenage 

consumer, people of all ages dress in clothes that are closely related to musical culture (e.g. sneaker 

culture), posters everywhere advertise festivals and concerts, flyers for club nights and parties are to 
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be found in every café, ads using youth’s rebellion in order to create a ‘cool’ image and visual culture 

in general where video games, movies, commercials, movie trailers and so forth often use popular 

music as background or as guiding principle of the imagery. Youth is indeed pervasive in the urban 

environment to the extent that it becomes invisible. In Laurent Garnier’s THE MAN WITH THE RED

FACE this principle also comes to the fore. The video shows images of daily life in an Indian town. It 

alternates between a boy who rides a bicycle through the town and a small lunchroom where a middle-

aged man and a young man work and spend time. In the lunchroom there is a television set that shows 

images of a Bollywood action movie and a 1970s’ disco show. The music of Garnier is presented as 

articulating the routines of everyday life. The music is put to the fore at the moments when the video 

seems to be explicitly edited to the music and when the two men in the lunchroom dance to the music. 

However, Garnier’s music also seems to compete with the television as it is sometimes drowned out 

and even interrupted by the character’s dialogues, action and soundtrack of the Bollywood film. The 

music of THE MAN WITH THE RED FACE is therefore presented as being the background of daily urban 

life while it simultaneously has to compete with other forms of popular culture that occupy that same 

urban space.

The youth cultures of the 1950s and 1960s were conspicuous elements in the urban landscape 

in the way they disturbed the public order with their loud music, conspicuous appearances, concerts 

and demonstrations. Today, youth culture constitutes the status quo of the urban environment and only 

occasionally comes to the fore as a disturbing or conspicuous element in that environment. Although 

this argument holds true for all musical genres, i.e. all constituencies of youth, it is the figure of the DJ 

who most easily foregrounds this aspect of ‘youth.’ While other genres centre around the provocative 

performativity of black rebellion, female sexual transgression, and so forth, it is the invisible figure of 

the white male DJ that can most easily produce ambient youth as a collectivity that is no longer a 

distinctive culture apart from the mainstream, i.e. a subculture, but, instead, is ubiquitous in urban 

culture to the extent that it no longer stands out.  

Conclusion
Electronic dance youth is one of the few constituencies of youth that plays with both extreme 

whiteness and ordinary whiteness. The way DJs make music is similar to the figures of extreme 

whiteness such as the android, the zombie and the vampire. Through the DJ’s experimentations with 

technology, through the DJ’s identity of extreme whiteness and through the dancing crowd’s 

enslavement of the body to music, technology and drugs, electronic dance youth articulates rebellion 

by heralding those elements of white identity, i.e. death, non-existence and becoming future slaves, 

which adult culture and other youth cultures feel most uncomfortable with. Although the DJ’s identity 

is determined by extreme whiteness on the level of the music, in the imagery of electronic dance 

videos another more ordinary side of the DJ’s white identity comes to the fore: his invisibility. In this 
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way the DJ both transgresses and consolidates traditional norms of white masculinity. Electronic 

dance videos depict two forms of dialogue. The first one is the traditional dialogue in which the DJ as 

a performer aims to make a close connection with the audience by making a physical performance—

jumping, waving—in which the audience participates. The second mode of dialogue is more prevalent 

however. Here the DJ communicates with the audience from a distance and electronic dance music’s 

anonymous address comes to the fore. In music videos the DJ is often absent or a mere bystander. This 

position of invisibility actually replicates an aspect of ordinary whiteness of being racially invisible. 

This invisibility is important in the way whites occupy a position of power. In electronic dance videos 

the DJ plays indeed various roles of authority: an architect, a shaman, an orchestrator, a god and a 

storyteller. Black DJs have appropriated these roles of extreme whiteness and ordinary whiteness and 

this has enabled them to occupy the traditional white position of being an ‘invisible power.’ For 

women it is, nonetheless, more difficult to appropriate the authoritative role of the DJ. 

Although the DJ’s invisibility enhances his authority, it might, simultaneously, lead to his 

receding into the background. This is why the audience in electronic dance youth has a more central 

and independent role in comparison to other genres. This opens up a space where female audience 

members have potentially more freedom to experiment with and transgress norms of non-conventional 

femininity. Another important figure within the dancing crowd is the male raver who puts to the fore a 

masculinity that is not exclusively linked to heterosexual desire. This can be explained by the fact that 

rave centres on dance as a pleasurable activity in its own right and which is not necessarily organised 

according to courtship rituals. Within rave, a focus on sexual desire is replaced by spiritual friendship 

and cuddly love. The most important element in electronic dance youth is, however, its eternal 

presents, i.e. its altered states. Music videos provide unlimited possibilities of depicting ways in which 

the machine music of the DJ makes androids fall in love, evokes nightmares, explores and absorbs the 

body, invades landscapes and so forth. New genres, new bpms and new sonic textures contribute to 

qualitatively different altered states, which not only constitute electronic dance youth’s eternal present 

but also its temporality of fashion. The final temporality of ‘youth’, its transgenerationality, is already 

implied by the figure of the DJ that occupies both an inside and outside position vis-à-vis ‘youth.’ The 

DJ is the figure of ‘youth as authority’ par excellence. The transgenerationality of ‘youth’ indicates the 

dominance of youth cultures today. This can also be seen in the way youth culture is so pervasive in 

the urban landscape that it becomes invisible. ‘Youth’ as a differential category that stands out in the 

environment has gradually receded into the background in order to become a continuous soundtrack of 

our lives. Although this position of invisibility is a result of youth cultures’ general pervasiveness, one 

should not forget that this invisibility is most easily occupied by a role of masculinity—the DJ—that is 

difficult for women to appropriate.   
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Conclusion 

Trevor Nelson: So when you step out on the street some young whippersnapper comes out and wants to battle 

you…  

Jay-Z: Na it’s just not…it’s just too many people, you know. If my last album is better than your first album then 

I’m not going to say anything. Ok. [they laugh] I might up it too because everybody is taking shots. So if you 

don’t have a classic on your slate, if you don’t have a classic album, I’m not talking to you either.   

(from the MTVEurope show The Lick, 14 august 2005) 

Sonja Barend (a Dutch talk show host): Does getting a little bit older also add something to your voice? 

Mick Jagger: It’s supposed to. [laughs] That’s the excuse of older people (…): my voice now sounds so mature 

and I’ve got so much more to say. But I’m not sure, you know, I think you gotta try and have both things. You 

gotta have the enthusiasm and the power of, you know, youth and you gotta have [talks mockingly] the authority 

and the dignity of age. 

(from the Dutch talk show Barend en Witteman, 16 November 2001) 

The main question of this study was how music videos from the late 1990s construct ‘youth.’ As a 

theoretical framework I proposed three parameters, which are essential to the way ‘youth’ is produced. 

These parameters are based on three traditional definitions of ‘youth’: youth as a generation, youth as 

a psychosocial period and youth as a subculture. The first parameter focuses on the temporality of 

youth, which, I argued, operates on four levels. ‘Youth’ is defined by fresh contact, by the celebration 

of an imaginary future in an eternal present, by the temporality of fashion or the cut and by a possible 

transgenerationality. Whereas fresh contact refers to the emergence of a youth culture at a particular 

historical moment and its re-orientation towards the cultural heritage, the eternal present and the value 

of fashion constitute temporalities that have been continuously associated with youth cultures since the 

1950s. Recently, ‘youth’ has become a transgenerational category in some musical genres. The second 

and third parameters refer to ‘youth’ as an individual and a collective identity respectively. I 

introduced the concept of permitted performativity in order to describe how youth is a domain where 

certain transgressions of norms and experimentations with social roles are allowed within certain 

limits. These limits are determined by the historical period in which a particular youth culture emerged 

and the socio-cultural history of a particular musical genre that is connected to a new constituency of 

youth. Musical genres provide the performance rituals that organise how members of a youth 

constituency interact with each other and that determine the individual and collective identities. The 

three parameters constitute the theoretical framework and divided the main question into three sub-

questions: How do music videos construct the temporalities of ‘youth’ and the individual identities and 
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the collective identities of ‘youth’? Moreover, whereas the three parameters describe the basic 

structure of all youth cultures, the case studies enquired into the way musical genres each have 

different investments in these parameters of ‘youth’. The main question of this study was then 

restricted to three musical genres: hip-hop, teenpop and electronic dance music. The answer to the 

main question of this study can be summarised in a table (see next page). 

The internal differences of youth that I have put forward in my analyses of the three genres 

should not be considered rigid or absolute. Rather, they describe differences in focus. I have paid 

attention to those features that a youth culture puts forward, celebrates and valorises. I have thereby 

purposefully neglected some other aspects that I considered less central within that youth culture. So 

while dance and clothes occupy a central place in teenpop’s value of fashion and in the way teenpop 

collectivities are constructed, this does not mean that dance and fashion are absent or not important in 

hip-hop videos. Similarly, while hip-hop puts language to the fore, the performance of language in 

most other genres of popular music matters as well. The altered states that are central in electronic 

dance youth can also be found in other musical genres. There are also aspects of youth that can be 

found across several parameters, such as the spaces, places and mobilities of youth cultures. The 

parameters of ‘youth’ are often identified by an alternative experience of ‘adult’ space and by a 

celebration of a mobility claimed by youths.  

This study has shown how youth cultures that consolidated their place in the late 1990s have 

introduced some significant changes while there were also important continuities within ‘youth’. Hip-

hop youth’s fresh contact consisted of the way youth rebellion is now also the domain of black artists. 

Unlike the soul of the 1960s, black rebellion in hip-hop is specifically tied to black youths. Moreover, 

while the youth rebellion from the 1950s and 1960s consisted of the identification of white youths 

with black music, the youth rebellion of hip-hop referred to black youths rebelling against white 

figures of authority. This also made it difficult for white artists to appropriate hip-hop. The fresh 

contact of electronic dance youth refers to its embrace of extreme whiteness. Unlike most 

constituencies of youth from the 1950s and 1960s, electronic dance youth foregrounds an identity 

based on those aspects which are associated with the most extreme form of white identity: its 

association with death and technology. While former youth cultures often adopted an anti-

technological stance, electronic dance youth puts technology to the fore and uses it in order to 

articulate techno rebellion.  

I have also demonstrated, though, that the novel approaches of hip-hop youth and electronic 

dance youth are not clear-cut breaks with past youth cultures. Hip-hop is, historically, culturally and 

aesthetically related to rock culture; it also combines an interest for sound technology with Motown’s 

embrace of mainstream mass media and the black rebellion of the artists of the Black Aesthetic 

movement. Similarly, electronic dance youth can be described as a fusion of elements from both 

hippie culture and disco culture: it combines acid rock’s celebration of psychedelic experiences and 

the hippies’ motto of peace and love with disco’s foregrounding of technology and its rhetoric of  
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Hip-hop youth Teenpop Electronic dance youth 

Fresh contact Introduction of black 

rebellion into the domain 

of youth; novel approach 

to media and technology 

Changing conventions of 

courtship rituals and 

notion of innocence 

Celebration of extreme 

whiteness; courtship 

rituals recede into the 

background 

Eternal present Block parties and posh 

parties  

(drugs: cannabis) 

Tension between teenage 

parties and love  

(drugs taboo) 

Altered states  

(drugs: XTC) 

Imaginary future Black artists’ 

appropriation of white 

mythical pasts, presents 

and future: cowboys, 

wealth, sci-fi imagery 

Romantic union Alternative, technological 

experiences and realities  

The temporality of fashion 

(the ‘cut’ in repetition) 

Self- naming, 

autobiographical stories, 

sampling, break beats  

The hook, fashion, body 

style, dance; ephemerality 

is not denied 

Altered states, bpms, sub-

genres, sonic textures 

Transgenerationality Yes, already ideologically 

present in educational rap 

directed at a younger 

generation 

No Yes, already ideologically 

present in the figure of the 

DJ (= youth as authority) 

Type of musical dialogue Insult ritual Romantic dialogue/ 

courtship ritual 

Direct and indirect 

dialogue 

Mode of address Aggressive, in-your-face,

competitive 

Romantic and fun Anonymous 

Focal element in 

performance 

Language and the body The voice and the body Invisibility and 

disembodiedness of author 

contrasted with bodily 

absorption of other 

performers (singers, 

audience) 

Authorial position Confusion of career/ 

implied author and 

character narrator 

Distance between career/ 

implied author and 

character narrator (denied 

by outsiders of teenpop, 

i.e. youth and adults) 

The author does not 

occupy role of character 

narrator 

Gender, sexuality and 

race

Hypermasculinity (black 

and white) and aggressive, 

black femininity; focus on 

heterosexual sex 

Vulnerable masculinity 

and femininity; focus on 

whiteness but may include 

other races as well; focus 

on heterosexual love 

Intellectual masculinity 

(black and white); focus 

on spiritual friendship and 

cuddly love, receding 

focus on sex  
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Individual identity The gangster, the hustler, 

the pimp, the bitch and 

one psychopath 

Teenage lover/ friend and 

the teenage professional 

entertainer  

On aural level: the 

vampire, the zombie and 

the android 

On visual level: the DJ as 

authority (e.g. implied 

author, observer, architect 

of sonic environment, 

orchestrator, shaman) 

Collective identity The posse and the gang A group of friends The raving crowd and 

ambient youth 

enslavement to the music. The example par excellence of a continuity within ‘youth’ across various 

decades is the popularity of teenpop in the late 1990s. Teenpop artists such as the Backstreet Boys, 

NSync, Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera offered a type of vulnerable masculinity and femininity  

that can be traced back to 1950s’ teen idols Fabian, Brenda Lee and Paul Anka. The 1990s’ teenpop 

artists adopted the codes and conventions of entertainment and romance, which have always 

characterised teenpop. Teenpop continuously revolves around the tension or alternation between love 

and fun. Although teenpop has been part of ‘youth’ since the emergence of youth culture in the 1950s, 

it has a strained relationship to ‘youth.’ Although teenpop and youth constituencies are structured 

according to the same parameters, teenpop and the notion of the teenager function as youth’s 

repudiated other. The result of this is that teenpop is predominantly defined by discourses of outsiders 

and that teenpop’s transgressions and social renewals are not noticed. Black artists from the 1950s and 

1960s, for instance, appropriated white, middle-class romantic forms of masculinity and femininity; 

teenpop’s courtship rituals also historically change.    

Besides the changes introduced by new youth cultures, ‘youth’ also changed in the way it has 

become a transgenerational category, although the ways this occurs varies per genre. The 

transgenerationality of ‘youth’ is an effect of a musical genre’s history and a musical genre’s ideology. 

When a musical genre emerges as a new youth culture, the artists who continue to work within that 

genre often remain associated with ‘youth’. In this case the transgenerationality of youth refers to the 

length of a musical genre’s history. Yet, this transgenerationality has always been part of ‘youth’ by 

means of a certain maturity, which is claimed and valued. 1960s’ rock culture did not only celebrate a 

youthful identity by rejecting adult culture but also by simultaneously assuming a position of maturity 

by rejecting teenage culture. In hip-hop this maturity is most visibly present in educational rap and in 

electronic dance music in the figure of the DJ.           

Yet things are more complicated than this: since ‘youth’ represents a market, youth also has 

become a career. If an artist wants to remain successful, i.e. remain within the domain of ‘youth’, he or 

she has to stay ‘young.’ In order to do this ‘youth’ must paradoxically repudiate ‘the adult’ and ‘the 

teenager’ and simultaneously remain associated with certain aspects of both categories. Both the 
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biological age of the teenager and the biological maturity of the adult contribute to youth’s 

authenticity. On the one hand, youth’s connection with people who are biologically young authenticate 

youth’s rejection of adulthood. So if a musical genre associated with ‘youth’ is not rejuvenated by 

young members, it is doomed to be excluded from ‘youth.’ On the other hand, youth’s association 

with people who are biologically adult authenticate youth’s rejection of ‘the teenager.’ Moreover, 

adult members of ‘youth’ are also authenticators because they are the originators of ‘youth’, hence the 

continuing popularity of artists such as the Rolling Stones, Ozzie Osbourne, Paul McCartney and Eric 

Clapton. With their biological adult age these artists authenticate the ideological maturity they claimed 

when they were biologically young. Youth’s claim to maturity also makes it possible for adult artists 

to gain access to the domain of youth in a convincing way. ‘Youth’ is then a category that aligns itself 

with the teenager and the adult while it also needs to reject both categories in order to avoid the 

suggestion of being trapped in either one of them: ‘youth’ then centres around the ideal of not being 

trapped in age. This seems indeed the task for those who want to make a career within the domain of 

‘youth’ and this occurs with varying success. While some of them ultimately failed because they 

seemed trapped in the domain of ‘the teenager’ (Donnie Osmond, Michael Jackson) or in the domain 

of ‘the adult’ (Tom Jones’ comeback in the 1990s), others have literally made a successful career of 

‘youth’ by continuing, for example, a suggestion of youth rebellion (Keith Richards, Ozzie Osbourne, 

LL Cool J) or an experimentation with identity (Cher, Madonna, David Bowie).  

Still, the transgenerationality of ‘youth’ can also be analysed in different terms: arguably, it is 

not so much that adults identify themselves with ‘youth’—even though this is in fact what often 

happens—as it is that the notion of adulthood itself has changed. For instance, courtship rituals used to 

be the province of youths but today it is something people of all ages go through. Indeed, in the 1990s 

internet dating became hugely popular and answered the need of many adult singles for whom it might 

be more difficult to meet new people in comparison with younger people who go out to clubs more 

often. It was also the adult single—in particular the single woman—who was at the centre of many 

films and television series, most notably the film BRIDGET JONES’ DIARY and the television series Sex

and the City. These films and series centred on the experimentations of dating, of courtship rituals and 

of relationships by women well into their thirties. More generally it is so that certain aspects that were 

traditionally characteristic of adulthood, i.e. to be relatively fixed socially by having chosen a 

profession for life and a partner in marriage, no longer apply. Today, job mobility, career changes, the 

possibility to choose between different types of relationships, the possibilities of divorce, of changing 

partners or of remaining single are increasingly characteristic of adults’ lives. These developments 

suggest that certain aspects that were traditionally associated with ‘youth’—courtship rituals and not 

being socially fixed—are now often characteristic of adulthood as well.  

One of the shortcomings of this research might be that it lacks an analysis of other 

constituencies of ‘youth’ which are important for its understanding. What is missed indeed is an 

analysis of ‘rock youth’ and ‘pop youth.’ The former has been an important element in my argument. 
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This is not without reason. The rock culture of the 1960s has been decisive in the way ‘youth’ is 

understood today and the significance of that historical moment cannot be emphasized enough. 

However, since I did not analyse rock videos from the late 1990s, rock youth risks becoming a 

monolithic concept in this study because it neglects the heterogeneity and historical development of 

rock music and its various investments in ‘youth.’ Rock music continuously re-invented itself through 

genres such as glam rock, heavy metal and grunge and these subgenres of rock offer performativities 

of gender and race, which are surely different from those of 1960s’ rock culture. Similarly, pop youth 

is also a missing element in this study. Pop music is an interesting counterpoint to rock music and 

teenpop. I have already argued that pop music artists from the 1980s and 1990s are associated with 

youth rebellion. I wonder, however, if pop music from the 1960s and 1970s can be described in a 

similar manner. While an artist such as Elton John perhaps anticipated the pop youth rebellion of the 

1980s, other pop stars such as Barbra Streisand, Dionne Warwick or the members of ABBA, do not 

seem connected to ‘youth.’ These artists seem to address indeed, as Frith contends, a family audience. 

While teenpop transferred the entertainment values and conventions of Tin Pan Alley music and 

Broadway musicals to the specific context of the teenager, pop music simply continued those values 

for a wide, hence family, audience. This changed, however, in the 1980s, when the identities of stars 

such as Michael Jackson and Madonna centred on a pop music version of youth rebellion. 

With regard to the late 1990s, other genres are also important in relationship to youth. I am 

thinking in particular of the popularity of R&B (Destiny’s Child, R. Kelly) and NuSoul (Angie Stone, 

Jill Scott, Alicia Keys). Both were, historically, genres that were not associated with ‘youth.’ In the 

1960s, the genre of soul did not represent a black generational struggle but appealed to black 

audiences from various generations. Moreover, soul centres on the lamentations of the experienced 

adult. How should we understand an artist like Joss Stone in this respect? Not only is she able as a 

white singer to appropriate a black vocal idiom but she is also able to articulate the maturity of soul at 

the age of sixteen. Yet another puzzle with regard to ‘youth’ are young artists such as Norah Jones and 

Jamie Cullum who have their own music videos on MTV while they appropriate the genre of jazz, 

which had been disassociated with ‘youth’ many decades before. Do these artists represent a trend of 

young people identifying themselves with the identity of ‘the adult’ that can be contrasted with those 

adult artists who still have youthful identities? Or do they transform these genres and draw them into 

the domain of ‘youth’? Generally, it seems that the identity of age has become increasingly hybrid. 

As I have argued in the introduction, the basic premise of this research is that music videos are 

organised according to the performance rituals of musical genres. Music video genres therefore differ 

from literary genres or film genres that rely on conventions established by that medium. Music videos, 

by contrast, rely on conventions established on other sites: at concerts, in the music studio, on the 

street corner and in rehearsal rooms. An analysis of hip-hop videos therefore needs to draw from 

sociological and anthropological research on the insult ritual; it needs to combine a knowledge of 
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performance practices such as ‘playing the dozens’ and ‘signifying’, which are importantly determined 

by characteristics of oral culture, with an understanding of hip-hop’s technological innovations such as 

sampling, scratching, break beats and so forth. Similarly, a study of the mechanisms of teenpop videos 

cannot ignore the conventions established by the love song and these are not quite the same as the 

conventions established by other romantic genres such as the harlequin novel, television soaps or the 

melodrama. An analysis of electronic dance videos needs a firm understanding of the organisation of 

raves, the performance conventions of the DJ and electronic dance’s fusion of performance and 

technology. Music videos may sometimes use conventions from film genres or adopt discourses from 

the art world such as surrealism or impressionism; these uses are ultimately derived from a musical 

genre’s performance rituals and ideologies. Music videos now occupy a central place in the history of 

the way in which visual culture has always been a part of youth cultures and popular music; they can 

only be understood in terms of a musical genre’s performance rituals, which are, in themselves, 

conventions developed in history.    

While the main focus of this study has been textual analysis, I tried to move away from an 

exclusive focus on textuality and complement it with a model of performance. So I have paid attention 

to narration, authorial positions and song lyrics but also to sounds, the body and modes of 

performance. So with regard to song lyrics I have not only analysed what is being sung but also how it 

is sung and, more importantly, how these levels operate in music videos. Here I have followed the lead 

of Paul Gilroy who argues that analyses of black music too often solely focuses on narrative and 

textuality while the music itself is neglected as are the oral cultures and performance traditions it stems 

from in which, besides speech, dance, gesture and the body also occupy a central place (75). An 

analysis of music videos not only needs to acknowledge the guiding role of the music and the specific 

ways in which the imagery is ‘musicalised’, but it also needs to understand how music videos function 

as a performance. I also share Gilroy’s critique on radical constructivism that uses language as a 

model that reduces all signifying practices to an ‘all-encompassing textuality’ in which the subject is 

defined by an ever increasing fragmentation and where the problem of human agency recedes into the 

background (77). Music actually provides a model in which identity can be understood as producing 

‘the imaginary effect of an internal racial core or essence by acting on the body through the specific 

mechanisms of identification and recognition that are produced in the intimate interaction of performer 

and crowd’ (Gilroy 102). Butler’s theorisation of the performativity of language and gender has 

provided a similar approach to identity.  

Still, the focus on performance rituals in the analysis of popular music and music videos 

cannot be disentangled from the central role of technology and media in ‘youth.’ Sound technology is 

used in order to create musical dialogues: the electric microphone enables the singer to communicate 

the intimacy of his voice to audiences; sampling enables a dialogue with artists from the past; altered 

states are the result of the DJ’s experimentation with technology; most people hear their favourite 

music on record and see it on television rather than at live performances. In other words, youth 
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cultures have always been connected with an interest in, and experimentation with, technology and 

mass media; yet these experimentations were used in order to create those aspects traditionally 

associated with oral culture and live performance: immediacy, intimacy and community. In this 

respect, the techno rebellion of hip-hop and electronic dance music does not constitute a break with 

previous youth cultures—they merely put to the fore an element which has always been present in 

popular music. Here I follow an argument made by Frith that technology lies at the heart of popular 

music and enabled, for example, the rock concept of authenticity (‘Art versus Technology’). Music 

videos are not only a form of technology and media itself but also often depict the relation between, 

for instance, artists and audience through mediations such as television, photographs, telephones and 

cameras. On another level media are also important in the way moral panic stories in adult media offer 

youth culture its rebellious identity. These moral panic stories often focus on the assumed pejorative 

influence of new technologies and media on youths. Indeed, moral panic stories about youth cultures 

often articulate an anxiety about new technologies and about the assumed workings of capitalism, 

consumption and mass media. From comic books and cinema to internet and video games, new media 

occupy a central role in moral panic stories about youths. These moral panic stories are, then, 

subsequently appropriated by youths and incorporated in the music videos’ diegesis in order to enact 

the worst-case scenario imagined within these stories. Youths thereby claim the desirable role of 

provocateur. Mass media—and television in particular—occupies a central role in these provocations. 

So the moral panic about the assumed pejorative influence of mass media on youth audiences—and 

music television is a favourite target of these accusations—is readily adopted by artists in order to 

articulate youth rebellion. In other words, the idea of the assumed pejorative influence of mass media 

on youths is used by youth culture itself in order to articulate rebellion. 

The main goal of this research has been to know how ‘youth’ is organised, that is to say how it 

‘works’. I would like to end this study with an enquiry into the political implications of ‘youth’. The 

main thesis of this study is that since the 1950s ‘youth’ has consistently been identified with three 

parameters—its temporalities and its individual and collective identities (its permitted 

performativities). Although aspects such as an imaginary future, the eternal present, the temporality of 

fashion and the musical experience of individual and collective identities are not inherent in or 

restricted to youth, this study has shown how these parameters, historically, have been connected to 

‘youth.’ Another way of putting it is that what has been associated with ‘youth’ is the experience of 

imagined forms of democracy and a play with particular democratic processes. 

The imagined forms of democracy can be found in youth’s imaginary futures and refers to the 

understanding of democracy as a system that, ideally, is accessible to everyone. Youth cultures are 

often praised and idealised for their democratic potential and their ideals of egalitarianism. These 

ideals are sometimes opposed to ‘adult’ imagined forms of democracy, such as the American Dream. 

This is particularly true for electronic dance youth. Its rebellion valorises a democratisation of 
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technology that rejects a use of technology that merely serves economic or military purposes 

characteristic of the American Dream. Electronic dance youth celebrates an alternative future of 

technological fun that is defined by an ideology of egalitarianism in which black and white male DJs 

unite and in which female clubbers experience more freedom. Conversely, hip-hop does not reject but 

embraces the American Dream: through the posh life style of the pimp, black hip-hop artists write 

themselves into the white scenario of capitalist success in America. They also celebrate imaginary 

futures where they are able to appropriate the white mythological past of the western and the white 

mythological future of science fiction. Teenpop also provides its own version of the American Dream 

through the ideology of entertainment. Entertainment offers a fantasy where everyone can acquire 

success, fame and wealth provided they work hard and believe in themselves. With regard to romance, 

the love song also represents an egalitarian ideal. In contrast to other romantic genres such as the 

harlequin novel, the love song is one of the few places where not only women but also men articulate 

their investment in love. In this respect the love song constitutes an egalitarian ideal where both men 

and women are able to communicate and analyse their feelings.  

With regard to democratic processes, hip-hop and teenpop can be considered each other’s 

opposite in the way they deal in diametrically opposed ways with what Butler has called ‘linguistic 

vulnerability’, although the argument is not restricted to language. Butler defines the linguistic 

vulnerability of the subject as a characteristic inherent in democratic processes that refers to the risk of 

never being completely in control of the meaning of what one says: ‘(…) one cannot know in advance 

the meaning that the other will assign to one’s utterance, what conflict of interpretation may well arise 

and how best to adjudicate that difference’ (87-8). Hip-hop exploits this vulnerability and transforms it 

into a strategy used to protect oneself from verbal attacks. The possibility of interpreting someone 

else’s speech in a different way than that person intended, offers the strategy of expropriating the 

opponent’s line and using it to make a counter insult. So in hip-hop it is the speaker who always has 

the power to make the opponent’s attack infelicitous. For female hip-hop artists who appropriated the 

identity of the bitch and transformed it into an aggressive, yet pornographic image, the exploitation of 

the opponent’s vulnerability risks being undermined. Since they use the discourse of pornography they 

are positioned in what Butler has called a ‘performative contradiction’: they say one thing, i.e. female 

aggression, but by using the discourse of pornography they risk a counter interpretation of their 

speech, namely submission to male chauvinism. In this way, some black female hip-hop artists, by 

using the discourse of pornography, put to the fore their own linguistic vulnerability.  

The romantic dialogue of teenpop is diametrically opposed to hip-hop’s strategy of 

expropriation: whereas the insult ritual seeks to exploit the linguistic vulnerability of the other person, 

the romantic dialogue of the love song centres on presenting oneself as linguistically vulnerable. The 

singer of the love song accepts and is resigned to his or her vulnerability because the felicity of the 

lover’s speech lies in the hands of the addressee who will or will not reciprocate the singer’s plea for 

love. Teenpop thereby puts to the fore the subject’s vulnerability in language and other realms of 
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performance such as the voice and the body. For female teenpop stars this vulnerability is even 

augmented as they use a discourse of eroticism, which can be interpreted, because of their age, as a 

discourse of the paedophile. This also presents a performative contradiction: their sexual identity is 

presented as emanating from themselves—consolidating the female teen star’s agency—while their 

age risks a counter interpretation of their speech and image coming from the fantasy of the 

paedophile—where the female teenpop artist’s agency is expropriated.  

Electronic dance youth does not put to the fore the subject’s vulnerability in democratic 

processes. Of course, it is true that the technique of sampling is also a form of exploiting the 

‘linguistic’ vulnerability of other people since musical fragments from other artists are assigned 

different meanings in the way they are incorporated in a new piece of music. Moreover, the success of 

the DJ depends on whether he succeeds in arousing the crowd through his choice of records. Still, the 

main focus of electronic dance youth is the way this vulnerability is resolved through a play with 

direct and indirect dialogue. On the one hand, there is the ideal of artist and audience sharing one 

space, making eye contact and together experiencing the altered state of the music. On the other hand, 

electronic dance videos explore the ways in which a DJ might communicate with the audience from a 

distance, from an invisible position. In these cases it is the aural presence of the DJ, the altered state he 

creates with his music, which communicates with a variety of audiences, crowds, bodies and 

environments.     

While these musical genres offer a play with democratic processes, music videos provide, as 

Frith contends, ‘ideal types of performances’ (Performing Rites 224) and this ideal consists precisely 

of the way this play with democratic processes always succeeds. So in music videos the teen lover’s 

seduction is always successful, the rapper’s insults and boastings are always felicitous, the DJ always 

manages to arouse the crowd and successfully create altered states. Unlike in live performances, there 

is never the risk of embarrassment in music videos: the artist always has his or her voice, body, 

appearance, instruments and technology in control, except, of course when these failures fulfil other 

purposes such as when an embarrassing moment adds to the teen lover’s identity of being charming. 

Although the domain of ‘youth’ may offer various democratic processes, one should be careful 

not to romanticise them. Popular music is often idealised for their imagined forms of democracy and 

their egalitarian ideologies. This does not explain, however, the irony that a youth culture such as hip-

hop that became so notorious for its violent, misogynist tales is actually much more open to female 

artists in comparison to electronic dance youth that has always celebrated and heralded its ideal of 

egalitarianism. One thing that has often been argued concerning the dialogues in music is that it 

provides an open structure that enables people to participate in the ‘conversation’. For instance, 

Hebdige describes the democratic potential of versioning as follows: ‘(…) that’s the beauty, too, of 

versioning. It’s a democratic principle because it implies that no one has the final say. Everybody has 

a chance to make a contribution. And no one’s version is treated as Holy Writ’ (Cut ‘n’ Mix 14). 

Although Hebdige makes a valid point, it also risks being too idealist in the way he seems to ignore 
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the various mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion which are nevertheless at work as well. The fact 

that everybody has a chance to participate does not mean that participation is always easy to 

accomplish. Moreover, forms of musical dialogue are always bound by rules and by a certain 

complicity of the audience in these rules and this is, then, also a mechanism of exclusion: it is difficult 

to participate in a musical dialogue if you do not have easy access to acquiring the knowledge about 

the rules that structure that ‘conversation.’ Musical dialogues can even be actively used to exclude 

people, such as, for instance, hip-hop’s external rebellion. This does not mean that this exclusion is 

permanent but it does mean that addressees of hip-hop’s external rebellion will have more difficulty in 

participating in the insult ritual than addressees of hip-hop’s internal rebellion, hence the difficulty of 

white men being able to appropriate hip-hop. Finally, there is also the issue of address. Somebody 

might also be excluded from the ‘conversation’ when they are not talked to—when they are simply not 

addressed. So while Jay-Z’s quote at the beginning of this chapter indicates that for famous rappers 

this can be an effect of commercial success (‘there are just too many people’), it also hints at a 

possible mechanism of exclusion.  

I have tried to analyse these mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion through the concept of 

permitted performativities. I have argued that the permitted performativities of youth consists of 

certain transgressions and experimentations. The adult culture’s reaction to these performativities can 

be described by permission, often given reluctantly, and sometimes by straightforward censorship. 

Butler distinguishes between implicit and explicit censorship. Implicit censorship refers to the ways in 

which power regulates, in silent ways, the domain of speakability and puts boundaries to that which 

should remain unspeakable. Implicit censorship therefore does not need explicit regulations in order to 

exert its constraints. Explicit censorship is based on a performative contradiction because ‘it states 

what it does not want stated’ and it thereby ‘throws into question that regulation’s capacity to mean 

and do what it says, that is, its sovereign pretension. Such regulations introduce the censored speech 

into public discourse, thereby establishing it as a site of contestation, that is, as the scene of public 

utterance that it sought to preempt’ (Excitable Speech 130). Both forms of censorship, according to 

Butler, are engaged in posing boundaries between the speakable and the unspeakable and these 

boundaries constrain the subject but also produce the subject: ‘to become a subject means to be 

subjected to a set of implicit and explicit norms that govern the kind of speech that will be legible as 

the speech of a subject’ (Excitable Speech 133). Power resides, Butler argues, in the repetitive 

structure of subjectification and the subject cannot escape that structure. The subject’s agency lies then 

in the possibility of repeating certain norms in such a way that they are not quite the same. So the 

subject’s agency lies not in opposing the boundaries of the unspeakable but in the possibility of 

redrawing those boundaries. The difference between implicit and explicit censorship lies in their 

relative vulnerability. According to Butler, implicit censorship is less open to vulnerability because it 

operates in silent ways. So in those performativities that are constrained by implicit censorship, 

transformation is more difficult—although, most importantly, not impossible. Explicit censorship, 
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however, is more susceptible to vulnerability because it articulates a performative contradiction 

(Excitable Speech 128-34). 

The political implications of the concept of permitted performativities are, then, not 

straightforward. ‘Youth’ can be described by a play with linguistic vulnerability and although this play 

does not at all guarantee change, progress or emancipation—by contrast, it can be used in order to 

make painful insults, dangerous experimentations, conservative stances and also mere inanities—it 

does hold that promise. I therefore argue against those who romanticise youth’s subversions as, for 

instance, ‘semantic disorder’ (Hebdige, Subculture 90). The celebration of youth cultures’ rebellion 

against the status quo and against the dominant order’s exertion of power through regulations and 

censorship, often ignore the ways in which the subversions and identities of youths are already 

constrained and regulated by forms of implicit censorship. Yet, I also argue against those who 

completely reduce youth cultures to ‘commercial co-optation’ (Klein 65). The fact that certain 

rebellions of youth cultures are permitted does not necessarily mean that they are not actual 

transgressions. It is true that popular songs and their performances—live and in music videos—are 

often misogynist, racist and perpetuating dominant standards of beauty that make it exceptionally 

hard, especially for women, to enter the domain of ‘youth’ if one does not answer to those standards. I 

wish that this would change. However, calls to censor song lyrics or music videos or prohibit youth 

parties such as raves, do not only have a counter effect, offering youths the desirable role of 

provocateur, they also deny the potential of performativities to change norms concerning social roles.  

Calls by adults that try to censor popular music and music videos pretend that their act of 

censorship somehow stands above linguistic vulnerability because it claims to know what meanings 

and effects songs and videos have. This claim is, however, difficult to maintain since there is, as 

Butler suggests, ‘a permanent diversity within the semantic field’ (Excitable Speech 87). The 

problematic status of that claim is also immediately shown by youth cultures themselves in the way 

they exploit the ‘linguistic’ vulnerability of adult figures’ calls to censorship. So Tipper Gore’s 

attempt to regulate youth culture by putting ‘parental advisory, explicit lyrics’ stickers on CDs is, then 

immediately appropriated by youth culture as proof of their subversive identity. Similarly, moral panic 

stories in television news shows are readily re-enacted in music videos in order to create youth 

rebellion. This play and exploitation of ‘linguistic’ vulnerability can be dangerous in the case where 

one uses the discourse of pornography or the paedophile, or it can be misogynist male youth rebellion 

but it can also be promising, resuscitating an identity that traditionally articulated whites’ anxiety 

about being lifeless subjects, or giving injurious terms such as ‘nigger’ and ‘bitch’ a different 

connotation.  

Moreover, this claim made by adults of knowing the meanings and effects of songs and videos 

can be quite dangerous, as Butler suggests in the context of hate speech: ‘Who stands above the 

interpretive fray in a position to “assign” the same utterances the same meanings? And why is it that 

the threat posed by such an authority is deemed less serious than the one posed by equivocal 
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interpretation left unconstrained?’ (Excitable Speech 87). Youths’ play with linguistic vulnerability 

may be the cause of moral panic, scandals and anxieties by adults; yet, these reactions ignore the fact 

that in a democracy linguistic vulnerability is a risk that is open to everybody. Indeed, the possibility 

of change through a promising repetition or through a re-contextualisation of a norm is not inherent in 

or restricted to youth at all. Still, youth, as the new generation, occupies a positionality that lies 

particularly close to this possibility. Even though youth’s repetitions and novel approaches—echoed in 

the repetitions and the ‘cut’ of the music—do not guarantee change, a new generation’s fresh contact 

with the cultural heritage does, in particular, always hold that promise. The transgressions and 

provocations in music videos might be enfeebled because they are relegated to the domain of ‘youth’ 

that merely represents a ‘passing phase’ of youth’s identity crisis—we now expect youths to be 

rebellious—still one can never be sure whether these transgressions are really ‘just play’ or ‘a passing 

phase.’ There is, then, always the possibility with youths that they are not merely ‘playing’ or ‘going 

through a phase’ but constituting an actual change. This is, historically and politically speaking, 

indeed the promise of youth. 
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Notes

1 Introduction 

1 Joseph Lanza mentions for example instrumental cover versions of rock ‘n’ roll music and songs by 

the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, which were already made in the 1950s and 1960s. According to 

Lanza these easy listening versions of rock were especially stimulated by television where it was 

welcomed in programmes like The Ed Sullivan Show and The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour

(Elevator Music 203-14).
2 For a general discussion of MTV’s impact on film, television and fashion see Denisoff’s Inside MTV

(245-61). Many have pointed out the MTV style of Miami Vice. See for example Fiske (255-62). For 

the impact of MTV on British television see Lury (22-4, 39 and 134-5). Darley argues for a stylistic 

correspondence between music videos and ‘new spectacle cinema’ (102-23). See also Savan’s 

‘Commercials go Rock’ and Klein about music video’s impact on sports commercials (52-3). 
3 The reasons for this decline of the youth market are, according to the RIAA, the illegal downloading 

of music, economic conditions and competing forms of entertainment. See their website. 
4 Compare a similar conclusion by Frith who comments on a BSB campaign: ‘Its attempt to pitch 

young people against their parents was anachronistic in the new world of television in which a key 

sales strategy was to treat parents as youth’ (‘Youth/ Music/ Television’ 70). 
5 Similarly, Frith points out in his article ‘Youth/ Music/ Television’ that while the meaning of ‘youth’ 

had been transformed from a demographic group to a particular form of modern viewing behaviour, 

one should not forget the massive popularity of then teenpop star Kylie Minogue who ‘countered 

every late 1980s media cliché: the death of the single, the end of teenage, the rise of “modern” 

television’ (81). 
6 Most research has been done in the field of sociology. The Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 

in Birmingham for instance studied many postwar youth cultures like punk, reggae and the mods. The 

classic CCCS studies are Resistance Through Rituals (edited by Hall and Jefferson), Dick Hebdige’s 

Subculture: The Meaning of Style and Paul Willis’ Profane Culture. For a general discussion of youth 

sociology, including the CCCS approach, see Simon Frith’s The Sociology of Youth and Gelder and 

Thornton. Although the CCCS paid considerable attention to the role of the media, they did not, 

however, analyze how an understanding of youth was determined by those media. In comparative 

literature studies, the construction of female adolescence in novels has been studied from a 

psychoanalytical (Dalsimer) or a post-structuralist (Pattynama) perspective. It has even been argued 

that adolescence is a psychic structure that epitomizes the genre of the novel itself (Kristeva). 

However, literature falls outside the global industry of audio-visual media in which the rock formation 



Notes

216

emerged. As a form of elite art, the genre of literature belongs historically to the domain of 

adolescence instead of youth (see the next paragraph).  
7 Quantitative empirical research on music videos does focus on youth. These empirical quantitative 

researches work within the approach of either effect studies or the uses and gratifications 

methodology. See for example Greeson and Williams; Hartman and Tucker; Sherman and Dominick 

and Sun and Lull. Effect studies are concerned with behaviour of television audiences that is 

immediately observable. They analyse the assumed violence and sexism in music videos and the 

‘effects’ of music television on the youth audience. The uses and gratification approach is involved 

with the way audiences use the media for their own purposes. These approaches fall outside the scope 

of this research, however, because they look at actual youth audiences. Moreover, they ignore the 

discursive practices of music television and they also often assume a clear-cut separation between 

media and (youth) audiences. 
8 Philippe Ariès argues that before the nineteenth century there was no clear distinction between 

childhood and youth (29, 78 and 239). For a medieval understanding of the various ‘ages of life’, 

including youth and adolescence (the former came after the latter and could last until the age of forty-

five), see 18-25.
9 The Wandervogel has often been identified as a youth movement that celebrated homosexuality. This 

identity has been suggested by one of its members, Hans Blüher, in his book Wandervogel: Geschichte 

einer Jugendbewegung, published in 1912-3. According to him the German youth movement was an 

organisation determined by erotic male bonding. Neubauer describes how homosexuality became a 

public issue when one of its leaders, Willi Jansen, was accused of homosexuality because of his 

disposition for naked swimming, sunning and exercising. Ultimately Jansen was expelled from the 

movement. This moment in the Wandervogel’s history would indicate the absence of homoeroticism. 

In his defence of Jansen, Blüher responded with the Freudian argument that the movement was merely 

suppressing its libidinal attachments to the same sex. Still, most other leaders of the Wandervogel 

disagreed with Blüher and claimed that the movement was not characterised by homoeroticism. In a 

later work Blüher admitted that, except for a few members whose erotic charisma affected the 

movement, the majority of the Wandervogel members were not homosexually oriented (Neubauer 

192-3).
10 For a discussion of the mainstream-alternative divide in terms of class, see Thornton 92-8. 
11 See for example Willis 8 and Clarke et al. 56 and 61. 
12 This style consisted of a muffler, a cap, trousers that are tight at the knees and wide below and a 

leather belt ornamented with metal (Pearson 92-101). This focus on style by the hooligan is an 

outcome of the improvement of living conditions of the British working class at the end of the 

nineteenth century: ‘New developments in the production of clothing and footwear, involving the 
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manufacture of cheap commodities for a mass market, meant that people were better clothed and also 

that they had a purchase on “style”—including as we shall see, ‘youth styles’ (62). 
13 Moreover, the famous youth organisations of that time were also European: the German 

Wandervogel and the British Boy Scouts. Of course the idea of adolescence also emerged in the 

United States. See Kett’s Rites of Passage: Adolescence in America 1790 to the Present. The most 

influential American discourse on adolescence was G. Stanley Hall’s massive two-volume study 

Adolescence: Its Psychology and its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, 

Religion, and Education. There was also an American version of Scouting, the Woodcraft movement. 
14 For an historical overview of the association of mass culture with youth see John Springhall’s Youth, 

Popular culture and Moral Panics: Penny Gaffs to Gangsta-Rap, 1830-1996. Mowry offers a 

collection of articles (originally published in the twenties) about the jazz craze and its figure of female 

youth, the flapper (67-9 and 173-86). The flapper is an interesting phenomenon in the history of youth 

because it is one of the few instances where a youth culture centred on a female figure. For an analysis 

of the pre-World War I dance craze and the emergence of the new, modern American girl (symbolised 

by Irene Castle) that anticipated the flapper, see Erenberg. For the flapper in cinema, see Higashi. For 

various historical examples of public outcries about the ‘Americanisation’ of British culture, see 

Pearson. He describes for instance how in post war Britain the Teddy boys were considered to be 

symptomatic of the Americanisation of life that destroyed the old ‘British way of life’ (19-20). See 

also Pearson’s older examples of Americanisation related to cinema (31-3 and 63-4), music halls (63) 

and penny gaffs (165). 
15 For an analysis of adolescence as an adult construction in literature, see Spacks. 
16 In my account of music programs on television, I have used the following sources: Banks, Mundy 

and Denisoff’s Tarnished Gold and Inside MTV.
17 A direct precursor of the scopitones was the soundie. The soundies were short films that were shown 

with the technology of the visual jukebox in the U.S.A. during the 1940s. They showed artists from 

various musical genres (country, big band, swing, jazz). Black artists gained much easier access to 

these short films in comparison to other media (Mundy 93-5). Aesthetically, music videos have even 

much earlier predecessors like the ‘visual music’ films of Oskar Von Fischinger, Hans Richter, Len 

Lye and Walther Rutmann. Though these precursors of music videos were not associated with youth 

culture. For a historical and aesthetical analysis of music videos’ predecessors, see Kloppenburg and 

Bódy and Weibel. 
18 For a detailed analysis of these strategies, see Wyatt. 
19 Generation can also more generally mean ‘a stage of life’. 
20 Snead does not suggest that these performance rituals and the temporality it underlines, which are so 

important for African diasporic identities, refer to an absolute ethnic difference. Snead argues that the 

ways in which repetition functions differently in Western and African cultures does not refer to an 
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ontological difference but to a difference of value system or coverage. He concludes with the remark 

that since the twentieth century repetition has been more foregrounded in European music and 

literature as well: ‘(…) the separation between the cultures was perhaps all along not one of nature, but 

one of force’ (75). Phillip Tagg even goes further in arguing that many characteristics which are often 

claimed to be characteristic of black musical styles can also be found in European music genres. 

Moreover, the identification of Western music with musical progression and other characteristics is, 

according to Tagg, actually a caricature of European music whose dominance has led to a neglect in 

studying many other European musical styles, among which various genres of popular music, that 

probably have characteristics similar to those of black musical styles (288-92). 
21 In 2002, the International Film Festival of Rotterdam in the Netherlands devoted a programme to 

music video culture and they paid special attention to directors Spike Jonze, Michel Gondry, Jonathan 

Glazer and the Japanese director Tanaka Hideyuki. For a more detailed description see the catalogue. 

The book Thirty Frames per Second: the Visionary Art of the Music Video, by Reiss and Feineman 

(published in 2000) gives an extensive overview of video directors’ work. The photo book Mark

Romanek: music video stills is devoted to one director. For an early discussion of music video 

directors from the 1980s, see Shore 97-146. DVDs that centre on work of directors such as Spike 

Jonze, Michel Gondry, Chris Cunningham and Hype Williams’ have also been released. 
22 See also Butler’s critique of radical constructivism in Bodies That Matter 4-12.
23 In his book Toys and Reason Erikson analyses play in relation to different stages of life. He argues 

that human playfulness is formalised in the ritualisation in everyday life. Each stage of a child’s 

development is characterised by a particular type of play that prepares the individual for one element 

of all the ritualisations of adult life. So during infancy the child learns the numinous aspect of 

ritualisations in the playful routine where the mother and the child mutually recognize each other by 

face and name; in early childhood the child plays with the boundaries of what is permissible and 

thereby prepares for the judicious factors of rituals; the play age anticipates the dramatic ritualisation 

where the adult is capable of role-playing in reality; during school age the child learns rules of 

performance with regard to methods and techniques in order to prepare for the ritualisations of work 

and technology’ which Erikson calls ‘formalism’ (106); in adolescence youth prepares for ideological 

commitment in the solidarity of conviction that binds all the precedent ritualisations together in one 

world view; adulthood is characterised by generational sanction: the ritualisations of everyday life 

sanction the adult because they serve to repeat and reaffirm all the informal ritualisations learned in 

previous stages of life and they also serve to reinforce the adult’s role of ritualiser. These issues are the 

subject matter of the whole book and of the second part in particular (67-118). 
24 Moratorium is originally a legal term. It is a legal authorisation to delay payment to a debtor who is, 

outside his or her own fault, unable to meet his or her obligations. 
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25 Identity: Youth and Crisis provides a general theory of developmental psychology that analyses all 

stages of life although its main focus is adolescence. For a detailed account of the concepts I have 

mentioned, see in particular p. 22-9, 87-90, 128-35 and 155-88. 
26 Erikson ignores the historical and compulsory dimension of social norms, in particular with regard 

to gender roles. Erikson’s essentialist tendencies are revealed when he explains variations in 

adolescence due to gender by referring to ‘natural differences’. In the chapter ‘Womanhood and the 

Innerspace’ he contends for example that ‘the woman’s productive inner space may well remain an 

inescapable criterion, whether conditions permit her to build her life partially or wholly around it or 

not’ (281). See also Pattynama’s criticism of Erikson (25-6). Erikson’s research, like the majority of 

studies before and after him, is based on observations of white middle-class, mostly male youth. Carol 

Gilligan’s In a Different Voice (published in 1982) was one of the first major studies of female 

adolescence. For an historical overview of Erikson, Gilligan and other psychological theories of 

adolescence, see Austrian. 
27 For example, the band Living Colour that consisted of black artists was badly received, initially, 

because black people supposedly could or should not play hardrock. As a reaction to these prejudices 

bandleader Vernon Reid, journalist Greg Tate and producer Konda Mason founded the Black Rock 

Coalition in 1985 (see http://www.blackrockcoalition.org).
28 The concept of homology was introduced by Paul Willis in his book Profane Culture (1978) and it 

was adopted by other youth sociologists from the CCCS. The term is used to describe a structural 

correspondence between the music and style of a subculture and their world view, values and feelings. 

Willis argued for example that the ‘assertive masculinity’ of the motor-bike boys was reflected in their 

dangerously fast bike riding and the fast rhythm of the rock music they liked (71-2; see also 191-3). 

Another example is the skinhead. According to Clarke et al. the boots and shaved ‘prison-crop’ heads 

of the skinhead represented their view of ‘masculinity, “hardness” and “working-classness”’ (56). 
29 A good example of this can be found with the Dutch ska band Doe Maar. Ernst Jansz (one of the 

lead singers) expressed his surprise about their songs’ popularity with a large teenage audience. The 

band members were in their thirties themselves and wrote about issues that concerned them. So a song 

like ‘Is Dit Alles?’ (‘Is this all there is?’) tells the story of a father who questions his marriage. Jansz 

thought it quite strange that teenagers appropriated that song en masse (van den Berg 23). 
30 The analysis of music videos is therefore also, by necessity, interdisciplinary, drawing from various 

disciplines such as musicology, film theory, television studies and many more. 
31 Vernallis draws the model of conformance, complement and contest from Nicholas Cook’s theory of 

musical multimedia in his book Analysing Musical Multimedia. Cook argues that musical multimedia 

like music videos do not express or reproduce a meaning that already exists but are involved in the 

construction of a new meaning. Music and other media have a potential of meanings, Cook argues, 

that can never be articulated in its totality in a given context. Multimedia must then be understood as 
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the interaction of the different media in which certain meanings of a medium are suppressed while 

others are foregrounded. It is important to realise that the new meaning that arises out of this is 

constructed by the interaction between lyrics, image and music. Cook calls this ‘emergence’. This 

concept describes how a new meaning is constructed in a particular context in which different media 

interact. For Cook the importance of context for meaning indicates performativity: ‘Seen thus, 

signification becomes a function of context; it is, in a word, performative’ (83). 

2 Hip-hop Youth

1 For a more detailed account of hip-hop’s place in consumer culture, see George’s Hip Hop America

97-113 and 144-75; see also Klein 73-6, including a hilarious account of how Adidas business people 

were introduced to hip-hop culture. For a study of the rise and fall of hip-hop cinema, see Watkins, 

Forman (252-77) and Dauphin. See Negus (100-1) and Wilbekin for hip-hop and fashion; see also 

Negus for examples of hip-hop artists’ presence in advertisements. 
2 I use the term ‘R&B’ here as a general term that refers to the various black musical genres that 

emerged after the Second World War: r&b, rock ‘n’ roll, black pop, soul and funk.
3 One could argue, of course, that some artists were an exception to this. Let me analyse three 

examples of artists whose ‘cultural politics’ can be interpreted in various ways: Jimi Hendrix, Sly 

Stone and the Supremes. All three artists were extremely successful and they were, arguably, 

associated with ‘youth’. Because they seemed to be the living proof of racial integration, they also 

seemed to have the space to experiment with social roles and transgress boundaries of what was 

considered ‘appropriate’ or ‘authentic’ behaviour for black people.  Both Jimi Hendrix and Sly Stone 

celebrated a rebellious hippie identity that easily aligned them with white rock youth. For instance, 

Hendrix’s ‘subversive’ version of the “Star Spangled Banner” connects with the white counter 

culture’s attacks on the American government. His Bob Dylan covers were also an experimentation 

with his racial identity because he appropriated music from an artist who epitomised the singer song-

writer and folk poet which were all bohemian figures of whiteness, or, as Greil Marcus puts it (in his 

essay on Sly Stone): ‘The rock poets are all of them white, of course, because the rock ‘n’ roll 

audience—and rock critics—often think in neat racial categories, and “black” does not fit into the 

“poetry” category’ (Mystery Train 87). Similarly, the collectivity of Sly and the Family Stone 

transgressed boundaries of race and gender by consisting of black and white and male and female 

members. Furthermore, Stone’s hit ‘I Want to Take You Higher’ which he performed at Woodstock 

and which became one of the highlights of the festival, may be considered a youth anthem in its 

allusions to the consumption of drugs. In a different way, the Supremes also occupied a central place 

in 1960s’ youth culture. They were part of ‘youth’ in terms of genre. As the girl group par excellence 

they worked within a popular subgenre of teenpop. So like many other black and white girl groups of 
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the late 1950s and early 1960s, the Supremes were associated with teenpop and its female teenybopper 

audience while they also embodied Motown’s motto ‘The Sound of Young America’. Although these 

analyses are accurate, they can be countered by different interpretations that focus on the ways in 

which these transgressions and identities of ‘youth’ were not recognised by both black and white 

audiences of that period, i.e. the 1960s. Because these artists did not fulfil expectations about what was 

considered an ‘authentic black identity’, their transgressions were dismissed, misrecognised or 

ignored. Let me present the perspectives of some critics who focused on the ways in which these 

artists’ transgressions, experimentations and other identities of ‘youth’ were misrecognised by their 

contemporary audiences.                          

In his biography of Jimi Hendrix, Charles Shaar Murray argues that Hendrix’ career ‘was a 

ceaseless struggle against racial and cultural stereotyping; he was trapped first by unthinking reaction 

and rejection, and then by unthinking acceptance of what were originally intended simply as attention-

getting devices to attract an audience to his music’ (2). White audiences liked Hendrix because of his 

enactment of ‘wild-black-stud routines’ (50) while black audiences didn’t like him because they felt he 

was ‘a psychedelic uncle Tom’ (172). According to Murray, however, Hendrix actually adopted an 

ironic stance in which he exploited white myths of black sexuality. Yet, Hendrix’ irony was lost on the 

black audiences who were trying to get rid of these stereotypes. Hendrix’ flamboyant raggedy hippie 

look for instance clashed with the smart costumes of black soul artists and their desire for upward 

mobility and for being no longer associated with the street and poverty. While most black artists had 

difficulties crossing over to a white audience, Hendrix’s problem was crossing back to black 

audiences. It was only a younger black generation—future Living Colour’s lead guitarist Vernon Reed 

for example—who could see in Hendrix’ flamboyant and outrageous performance a form of self-

assertion that had nothing to do with black stereotypes (Murray 58-105 and 162-3). 

Dave Marsh, Greil Marcus and Brian Ward focus on the reason why Sly Stone’s album 

There’s a Riot Goin’ On was ambivalently received by white audiences. The optimism and celebration 

of freedom in Stone’s earlier work, with albums such as A Whole New Thing and Stand!, and 

performances—on Woodstock most notably—connected with the white hippies’ bohemian flirtations 

and romantic ideas of black identity and made Stone a black hero in the eyes of that white audience. 

Riot, by contrast, presented a more critical and grim view on American life and a general pessimism 

about the possibilities which the 1960s seemed to offer, that, according to Brian Ward, ‘mocked the 

political complacency of the hippies who had worshipped Sly in San Francisco’ (359). Marcus 

comments on the disastrous concerts who preceded and followed the release of the album and suggests 

that they ‘were not so much a matter of Sly insulting his audience as they were of Sly attacking that 

audience because of what the demands of the audience had forced him to produce’ (89). Ward 

summarises the white audiences’ reception of Riot as follows:
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Therein [white fans’ who were alienated by Riot] lay the basic disparity between white 

responses to black music, which could be extremely deep and passionate, and white 

understanding, sympathy and respect for the diverse realities of black culture and experience, 

which were rarely more than superficial. Black music was still enthusiastically admired when 

it fulfilled romanticised, white expectations about black grace and ease with leisure, pleasure, 

sex and style. But this still required no real consideration of, or empathy with, the frequently 

unromantic circumstances from whence those qualities in black culture emerged. When Sly 

laid bare some of the anxieties, confusions and bitterness which riddled black consciousness as 

the Movement unravelled, many whites were less interested. (360). 

 With regard to the Supremes, Jaap Kooijman has analysed the ways in which the girl group 

experimented with their racial identity in terms of class. The elegant and sophisticated image of the 

Supremes defied the stereotype of African American people being coarse and rough. So whereas black 

people used to be depicted predominantly as working-class, the Supremes offered an image of beauty 

that was decidedly middle-class. The ‘subversive’ black beauty of the Supremes revealed how norms 

of class and racial identity were intertwined. The Supremes—Diana Ross in particular—transgressed 

boundaries of race by offering an optimistic image of class mobility. However, while during the mid 

1960s this transgression was considered a victory of the ideals put forward by the civil rights 

movement, in the changed political climate of the late 1960s the girl group received increasing 

criticisms that they were not ‘black’ enough and that they were selling out to the hegemonic white 

American middle-class culture. Rock youth dismissed the Supremes not only because they adopted a 

middle-class image but also because they were liked by both black and white adults. Kooijman 

therefore argues that the ‘subversion’ of the Supremes’ image of beauty was not recognised by counter 

cultural critics: ‘By criticising them [the Supremes] for “selling out”, the critics implicitly argued that 

Diana Ross and the Supremes failed to live up to racial stereotypes’ (15). Kooijman’s argument 

explains that a group such as the Supremes who were so popular and who did transgress boundaries of 

race and class—the type of transgression through which rock youth claimed its identity of ‘youth’ as 

well—nevertheless remained invisible with regard to ‘youth’ because they epitomised a culture which 

rock youth dismissed and rebelled against.              
4 For a description of these controversies, see Rose (124-36), Forman (139-45 and 294-301), Johnson 

and DeCurtis. These kind of moral panic discourses can also be found outside America. For a case 

similar to N.W.A.’s see the controversy about French group NTM’s rap ‘Nique la Police’ (‘Fuck the 

Police’), (Heijmans and de Vries 25-7). For an analysis of how Snoop Doggy Dog was depicted in 

Dutch and British media and the presence or lack of moral panic in these portraits, see Wermuth (255-

77).
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5 For an historical and cultural analysis of drugs in the black community and gangsta rap see George, 

Hip Hop America 34-41. 
6 Eshun also does not acknowledge the fact that in cinema science fiction is actually a white genre. I 

refer here to an argument made by Richard Dyer in his study of racial whiteness. In his book White he 

approaches the android as a figure that articulates white people’s fears about being lifeless 

subjectivities (207-23). This fear partly springs from white people’s historical role as the bringers of 

death. This reading is based on the same terms developed by Eshun: he interprets the use of science 

fiction in black music as a way to escape the category of the ‘human.’ However, Dyer also argues that 

white people’s fear of not being alive is to be understood as the other side of the ideal of ‘true 

whiteness’ that lies in its non-corporeality and its claim of occupying a distanced position in which 

power can be exerted and abstract, rational analyses can be made in the name of civilisation. I develop 

Dyer’s analysis further in the chapter on electronic dance youth. Unlike science fiction movies, 

electronic dance music, like hip-hop, does not hold the figure of the android at a distance. It is a role 

that articulates celebration, not fear. While this traditional white fear that underlies the figure of the 

android is used in electronic dance music and hip-hop in order to claim youth rebellion, it is also used 

in order to celebrate ‘youth’ as authority. In this respect the android offers a role through which 

traditional characteristics of racial whiteness that were used in order to exert power and impose 

‘civilisation’ is appropriated by black artists. This is an interpretation that is diametrically opposed to 

Eshun’s. Here, the use of science fiction imagery in hip-hop is not a symptom of black people’s 

history of oppression and deportation at all. Instead, it is an appropriation of a form of power that 

traditionally has been exerted by white people and claimed as a characteristic of ‘true whiteness’. For 

a further discussion and analysis of these issues, see the fourth chapter on electronic dance youth.
7 Black music always had an utopian quality in which black people celebrated the possibility of a 

better future: ‘by posing the world as it is against the world as the racially subordinated would like it 

to be, this [black] musical culture supplies a great deal of the courage required to go on living in the 

present’ (Gilroy 36). Black artists have, historically, always done this through metaphor, coded 

messages and non-verbal expressions which hid their meaning for the white oppressors. My argument 

is that in the 1950s and 1960s this was still often the case. These black imaginary futures were 

sometimes not recognised by white audiences. For example, Charles Shaar Murray makes a 

comparison between Muddy Water’s version of ‘Manish Boy’ that centres around the bragging line 

‘I’m a Man’ and the white versions of these songs by groups such as the Yardbirds and the Who. The 

latter missed the undercurrent of the original, which—in addition to its male chauvinism—is a reaction 

to the racist naming of black men of all ages as ‘boys’: ‘The subtext of the white versions of the songs 

was ‘I’m a Man’ (and you’re a girl, so get ‘em off)’; the subtext of Muddy’s and Bo’s [Diddley] was 

‘I’m a Man’ (don’t ever call me a boy)’ (59). Black artists certainly did not have the space to celebrate 
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their own imaginary future out in the open within the domain of the mainstream, mass mediated youth 

culture.
8 The full quote gives a good description of Missy Elliott’s rapping style: ‘Elliott is what the drum ‘n’ 

bass producer Pascal calls a mind-stresser. She specialises in stressing the odd syllables in a word, 

pausing at the hinge points of syntax, then stre-e-e-tching the ending until the word topples off the beat 

into space. By accenting unanticipated syllables, she stretches and dilates space until syntax projects 

dynamically, trading with space, punch phrasing with the beats. All hip-hop does this; Elliott does it 

asymmetrically’ (122). 
9 Although hip-hop is for an important part imbedded in oral culture, Rose argues that hip-hop lyrics, 

however, are a hybrid of oral traditions and post literate orality. The latter terms is introduced by 

Walter Ong to distinguish between oral cultures and the electronic age that is ‘an age of post-literate 

orality—the orality of telephones, radio, and television, which depends on writing and print for its 

existence’ (qtd. in Rose 86). Rapping is a form of post-literate orality because it depends on the 

memorisation of written down lyrics (87-8). Except in the case of improvising, which is called 

‘freestyling’ in hip-hop. 
10 For a detailed analysis of rhythm in Hype Williams’ music videos, see Eshun’s article ‘Visions of 

Rhythm in the Kinematic Pneumacosm of Hype Williams’. 
11 These insult rituals are pervasive in black culture and the verbal games of ‘playing the dozens,’ 

‘signifying’ and ‘toasting’ have been traced back to the griots, i.e. African musicians who were hired 

to praise or attack someone (Toop 31-2). However, these insult rituals can also be found in other 

cultures. For a historical overview of verbal contests in Chinese, Arabian and European cultures, see 

Huizinga (66-72). Levine also names some white American examples such as the Marx Brothers, 

W.C.Fields and the couple Bob Hope and Bing Crosby (356). 
12 For an overview of terms and slang used in hip-hop see the rap dictionary on 

http://www.westlord.com/rapdictionary. 
13 For an overview of rap battles and disses, see 

http://www.mtv.com/bands/n/nas/news_feature_012102/index4.jhtml. See also Rose (87), Saxon (84-

5) and Forman (166-8). 
14 When the black boys get older, Abrahams argues, the game of playing the dozens is less frequently 

used. One starts to indicate that one does not want to play the dozens: ‘When someone indicates that 

he wants to start, the one who is supposed to be insulted may reply, “Oh man, don’t play with me”. If 

he needs a more clever retort, he may rely on the proverb ‘I laugh, joke, and smoke, but I don’t play”’ 

(‘”Playing the Dozens”’ 210).
15 Both Abrahams and Levine mention John Dollard’s article ‘The Dozens: The dialect of insult’, one 

of the earliest studies on the subject (1939). Dollard argues that the ritual served as a valve for black 

people’s anger, which they could not safely release in the white world. Abrahams and Levine both 



Notes

225

admit that there is some truth in this explanation. Still, Abrahams argues that it is too easy an 

explanation because any anger from an oppressed group might be explained as a substitute for their 

aggression against their oppressors. Although Levine agrees with Abrahams, his conclusion is 

nonetheless similar to Dollard’s. 
16 For an interesting insider’s view of gang life, see Ice-T (31-53). 
17 Snoop Dogg released the video DOGGYSTYLE in 2001 and SNOOP DOGG’S HUSTLAZ: DIARY OF A 

PIMP in 2003. Both videos were distributed by Larry Flynt’s Hustler video. Although the videos 

contain explicit content, Snoop Dogg himself does not partake of the action. He remains the ‘master of 

ceremony’. His excursions into porn inspired other rappers to make similar crossovers.
18 In rock videos of the same period, rebellion against parents is not a dominant theme either. Whereas 

1960s’ rock culture has created a myth of youth as a rebel against adults, this is less present in rock 

culture of the 1990s. Still, despite this absence, rock music and genres that are related to it such as 

heavy metal, grunge and gothic are often understood in these terms. The differences between rock 

music of the 1960s and the 1990s fall outside the scope of this study, however. 
19 The term ‘performative’ originally comes from linguistics. It was introduced by the philosopher J.L. 

Austin in his book How To Do Things With Words. In this book he describes the ways language does 

what it says, the so-called ‘speech acts.’ The most explicit example of the performative is speech 

uttered in conventional procedures by authorities like the judge, the priest or the umpire. These 

authorities make statements that perform a certain action with binding power. For example, the priest 

performs the act of marriage by saying ‘I hereby pronounce you man and wife’. Austin claims that all 

performatives, like ritual or ceremonial acts in general, can be infelicitous. When the marriage scene is 

part of a play, for example, the speech act is not uttered seriously: it is ‘void’. The speech act can also 

be ‘misapplicated’ when the circumstances or the persons are not appropriate for the procedure such as 

when the priest talks to his cats. These instances are, however, abnormal or parasitic upon ordinary 

language. Jacques Derrida has taken issue with Austin concerning the idea that the misapplication or 

the citation of a speech act represents an abnormal case. In his article ‘Signature Event Context’ 

Derrida argues that if the speech act is always liable to infelicity, then infelicity seems to constitute a 

condition of the speech act. The possibility of quotation constitutes a general citationality of the 

performative. Indeed, it is this citationality or iterability that makes a successful performative possible, 

according to Derrida. With regard to hip-hop, I will argue, it is the speech act’s liability to infelicity 

that is exploited in the insult ritual.
20 For example, Rose makes an analysis of Salt ‘n’ Peppa’s re-appropriation of the name ‘tramp’ in 

their song and video TRAMPS (156-8) and Public Enemy’s re-contextualisation of the phrase ‘Night of 

the living Baseheads’ in their song with the same title (115-24). 
21 Rose argues that flow is one of the key aspects of hip-hop that can be found in graffiti, break 

dancing and the music (38-9). 
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22 One of the most aggressive examples of this type of address can be found outside of hip-hop, in a 

video of teen idol Christina Aguilera. In FIGHTER Aguilera actually breaks the glass of the lens by 

kicking it. This kind of address is, however, not typical of teenpop at all. In the case of FIGHTER the 

kick was an elaboration of the specific theme of the video. More significantly, it is also a video in 

which Aguilera tries to move from teenpop into the realm of ‘pop youth’. See the next chapter for an 

analysis of this issue. 
23 The obsession with finding out the exact facts of their deaths even extended outside the hip-hop 

community as documentary maker Nick Broomfield did his own share of investigative journalism in 

his documentary BIGGIE AND TUPAC (2002). 
24 For example, on the 1996 Soul Train Music Awards in L.A. the Tupac/ Death Row (record label 

owned by the notorious Suge Knight) posse and the Notorious B.I.G./ Bad Boy (record label owned by 

Sean Combs alias Puff Daddy) posse were almost fighting each other. 
25 Two years later the song seemed prophetic in its line ‘Murder was the case that they gave me, but I 

am innocent’ because in real life Snoop Dog was then acquitted on a charge of murder. It contributed 

to the suggestion that Snoop Dog’s roles as implied author and as real author were conflated. 
26 This is a general mechanism that can also be found in other genres, such as Madonna’s JUSTIFY MY

LOVE and the Prodigy’s SMACK MY BITCH UP.
27 For an overview of female rap artists, see Vibe Hip-hop Diva’s.
28 Abrahams cites Maya Angelou who claims that her mother had a reputation for her talking ability: 

‘With all her jollity, Vivian Baxter [her mother] had no mercy’. Abrahams then concludes: ‘The 

message is clear: if you have anything to do with such a woman, especially as a man, don’t expect to 

be able to beat her at the talking game’ (Talking Black 76). Similarly, in Eminem’s biopic 8 MILES

there is a scene in which two guys start to battle with each other in freestyle but a girl who exceeds 

them in terms of verbal mastery defeats them both. 
29 For an analysis of Public Enemy’s ‘She Watch Channel Zero?!’ and other examples of sexism in 

hip-hop and its relation to the 1960s’ black power movement, see Decker. For a description of the 2 

live crew obscenity trial, see DeCurtis.
30 Debby Harry was one of the first white artists to do a rap in her ‘Rapture’, which is an homage to 

the emergent hip-hop culture. Yet at this period hip-hop was not yet an established genre and Harry’s 

rap turned out to be an artistic excursion. For the difficulties a white female rapper might encounter, 

see the story of Shaunie Dee in Vibe Hip-hop Divas 14. 
31 For a discussion of these issues regarding Lil’ Kim’s appearance, see Marriott (136).
32 An earlier example of a black female rapper who has rejected the name ‘bitch’ can be found in 

Queen Latifah’s video U.N.I.T.Y. (WHO YOU CALLING A BITCH?). She refuses the name, or, more 

accurately, she refuses to be the hate speech’s addressee and criticises the misogyny and (physical) 

violence, which is part of the history of how that name has been used. However, this poses the 
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problem explained earlier that Queen Latifah seems to align herself with the outsiders who are 

subjected to hip-hop’s external rebellion.  
33 This is not true for the biopic 8 MILES that features Eminem and that is loosely based on his life. In 

the film Eminem’s poor living conditions in the trailer park echo the poverty of his black friends. 
34 This aspect of the psychopath audience was used in a live performance of ‘The Real Slim Shady’ by 

Eminem on a MTV awards show. Eminem started the performance outside on the street with a whole 

‘army’ of Slim Shady look-a-like who all followed him into the concert hall, onto the stage. 
35 In its modern form, street cultures of white, working-class youths can be traced back at least to the 

British hooligans of the late 1890s. Paul Corrigan has studied 1970s’ British, white, working-class 

kids who pass their time on the streets ‘doin’ nothing.’ This involved talking, making jokes, fighting 

and acting out ‘weird ideas,’ e.g. smashing milk bottles. On the streets there is the most chance of 

something happening. It is about being away from the boredom at home. 
36 Abrahams further argues that the street culture of the ‘swingers’ involves experimentation with class 

roles. The ‘playing years’ are the period in which ‘the most important of life choices is made-whether 

to “mainstream” or “street” in values and life-style’ (24). Whereas ‘mainstreamers’ are those who 

aspire to middle-class ideals, ‘street corner men’ and ‘street families’ represent working-class values 

(Talking Black 24). Although hip-hop videos of the late 1990s do often celebrate wealth and move 

away out of the ghetto, these imaginations of upward mobility are mostly not accompanied with the 

aspiration of middle-class ideals. Even the videos that depict an artist’s posh life (often called ‘ghetto 

fabulousness’) are still based on the street values of the pimp, the hustler and the gangster. 
37 Forman notes that BET’s Rap City forbids gang related hand signs in music videos as it was so 

widely used (178).  
38 Tupac has re-appropriated and celebrated this identity in a tattoo on his belly that reads ‘thug 4 life.’ 
39 Indeed, classical music does seem to indicate an audience distinct in age. Lanza mentions the case of 

the Southland Corporation who installed easy listening versions of classical music in its 7-eleven 

chains in order to chase off loitering youth. The plan was quite successful (Elevator Music 230).

3 Teenpop 

1 For analyses of teenage television programmes, see Davis and Dickinson. Gateward and Pomerance 

provide a collection of essays on teenage girls in cinema. Besides analyses on 1950s’ teenpic GIDGET

and 1990s’ teen movie CLUELESS, it also looks at films that offer alternative modes of girlhood that 

depart from the mode of femininity put forward by teenpop, such as the Japanese ‘anime’ genre.  
2 The genre of ‘bubblegum’ does not correspond completely to teenpop, however. Bubblegum is 

addressed to a preteen instead of a teenage audience. Lester Bangs, for instance, describes bubblegum 

music as ‘nursery rhymes set to the beat of rock’ (‘Bubblegum’ 327). Moreover, whereas teenpop also 
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consists of love ballads, bubblegum focuses on a happy, up-tempo feeling. Yet there are also 

significant similarities: both bubblegum and teenpop are musical genres that are contrived by 

producers; they are both inextricably related to television shows and appearances and, in the late 1990s 

at least, it has often been stated that pop artists such as Britney Spears are attracting a preteen audience 

as well.
3 For an analysis of swing music as a youth culture with its own musical style, fashion, dance, fans and 

clubs, see Pener. For doo wop, see Ward (56-89). For teen idols see Shaw, Kelly and Lanza’s Vanilla

Pop. Girl groups are discussed by Marcus’ ‘The Girl Groups’, Betrock and Clemente. For bubblegum 

music see Cooper and Smay and Bangs’ ‘Bubblegum’. For a short historical overview of boy bands, 

see Smay. A rich German study of boy bands is provided by Hauk. 
4 An early study of teenpop can be found in an article from 1978 written by Simon Frith and Angela 

McRobbie called ‘Rock and Sexuality’. Here they make a distinction between ‘cock rock’ and 

‘teenybop’ and they analyse how the two genres construct gender and sexuality. They also look at the 

social function of teenybop music for its teenage and adult, female audience. Within ‘girl studies’—

most notably the work of Angela McRobbie and Valerie Walkerdine—some attention has been given 

to teenpop and more specifically to its patriarchal discourse of romance. McRobbie’s research on teen 

girls magazines like Jacky and More! analyses the role of the teen idols that appear in these 

magazines. Ward’s historical study Just My Soul Responding: Rhythm and Blues, black consciousness 

and race relations includes a chapter on black pop from the 1950s and 1960s. Finally, Sheila 

Whiteley’s Too Much Too Young: Popular Music, Age and Gender enquires into the relation between 

age and gender with regard to various teenpop artists from a feminist and psychoanalytical 

perspective.
5 According to the OED the word first came into use in 1941 in the Popular Scientific Monthly.
6 See for example Lester Bangs defence of bubblegum music: ‘(…) Wilson Pickett had the good taste 

to cover “Sugar, Sugar” [a huge hit from the cartoon band the Archies], a rock and roll classic to 

which something like the Grateful Dead’s “Dark Star” can’t hold a candle’ (‘Bubblegum’ 327). For 

Bangs, bubblegum music is the essence of rock’s youthfulness, which he defines not as youth’s 

authoritative maturity but as teen’s sweet, innocent identity: ‘Bubblegum, after all, is the bottom line 

of rock and roll. It matters because the real truth is that there will always be at least one tender spot 

deep in the heart of rock and roll which should never grow up and never will’ (‘Bubblegum’ 328).
7 For an historical analysis of the motion picture industry’s targeting of teenage audiences through the 

genre of the teenpic, see Doherty 17-41. 
8 Hine names an additional, paradoxical reason why the female teenager was addressed by the leisure 

industries. Between the late 1940s and the late 1950s people began marrying younger than they had in 

previous decades. The teenage consumer who had bought such commodities as records and clothes, 

went on in consequent years to buy adult products such as furniture for their future household (234). 
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9 ‘Tin Pan Alley music’ refers to the rise of the American popular song industry in the 1890s. The term 

‘Tin Pan Alley’ itself is the nickname of 14th to 28th street in New York’s Manhattan where many 

publishers of popular songs had their offices. Famous composers such as Irving Berlin, Cole Porter 

and Jerome Kern have been mainly identified with the genre. Tin Pan Alley was popular up until the 

1950s when it was replaced by rock ‘n’ roll as the most popular music of the time.
10 For an analysis of the discursive practices of ‘the art world’ and ‘the world of folk music’, see 

Frith’s Performing Rites 36-41. 
11 See for example the experiences of the Backstreet Boys in their interview with Rolling Stone

journalist Jancee Dunn: ‘However, what the Boys (…) could really use is a few male fans. Gay men 

they’ve got. (“They’re cool”, clarifies [Howie] Dorough. “They know we all, you know, date girls.”) 

There are also the reluctant dads and boyfriends in the audience. (“They try to act though, but we see 

them bob their heads,” says Q [the Backstreet Boys’ bodyguard].) But the Backstreet Boys want 

something more’ (44). 
12 See, for example, this ‘confession’ of Pete Bagge about his love for teenpop: ‘This has created what 

might seem like a weird “bond” between me and my daughter (although I know of many other dads 

who enjoy a similar “bond” with their daughters!). Everyone always makes the same joke when they 

see little girls with their dads watching Spice Girls videos together: the kids are into it for the music, 

while the dads are enjoying a little “T and A.” The truth is that both the girls and the dads are enjoying 

BOTH—the girls are totally fascinated by the S. Girls’ (or Britney Spears’ or Monica’s) sex appeal in 

the same way that boys their age are fascinated by Superman’s strength; while if all we “dirty old 

men” cared about were bouncing boobies we would just lock the channel on to the USA Network and 

then pretend the remote was busted’ (Cooper and Smay 260). 
13 The group was created by Edgardo Diaz in 1977 and became a huge success in Central-America and 

South America (they were less successful in the United States where they performed English versions 

of their songs). In some countries they even elicited a bigger mania and audience response than the 

pope who visited the country at the same time. Menudo sold over twenty five million albums. The rule 

that a band member, at the age of 16, was replaced by a younger one led to its exceptional status 

within the history of teenpop. It both conformed and escaped the rule that teenpop artists’ careers are 

short-lived:  Menudo had a career that spanned twenty years while the band had rotated thirty-three 

members (Kelly 74-9). Moreover, it also created an unusual bond between different generations who 

all had been fans of Menudo. The boy band thereby represented a curious transgenerational 

phenomenon. As a young Ricky Martin says: ‘I was the biggest fan of Menudo. Menudo was a legend. 

Menudo united generations’ (Kelly 77). 
14 A notable exception is Five’s EVERYBODY GET UP where a detention class is left alone by the 

teacher. Then Five arrives and turns the class into a wild party. Yet the violence and aggression—they 
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throw paint at each other and let the fire alarm off—combined with the heavy rock music (it sounds 

very similar to the song ‘I Love Rock ‘n’ Roll’) makes the video more rock than pop.
15 This development of a romantic relationship is beautifully catalogued in Joni Mitchell’s album Both 

Sides Now. The album is a selection of Tin Pan Alley songs and two songs of her own and they are 

listed according to their themes that follow the course of modern romantic love, ‘documenting a 

relationship from initial flirtation through optimistic consummation, metamorphosing into 

disillusionment, ironic despair, and finally resolving in the philosophical overview of acceptance and 

the probability of the cycle repeating itself’ (Larry Klein, liner notes). Joni Mitchell. Both Sides Now.

Reprise Records, 2000. 
16 Melisma is a singing technique of improvising on the melody during one syllable.
17 Whereas the two temporalities are continuously intertwined and create a tension between the 

exuberance of the fun party time and the nostalgic yearning for romance, this tension is released 

during the bridge. Here the video focuses only on the love story where the regretful feeling culminates 

in a tranquil, intimate moment, accompanied by romantic piano music. Britney sits on a stand in the 

gym while sadly looking at her boyfriend who sits in front of her. Yet in the next shot he has 

disappeared, which suggests it was merely a nostalgic fantasy. This release of the temporal tension 

reflects a general function of the song’s bridge in music videos that Vernallis describes as ‘a place 

outside the video, as a possibility for another way of being, beyond the verse and chorus’ (165). 
18 For a history of the ‘transnational dance crazes’ in the Netherlands, such as the twist, disco and 

house, see Mutsaers. 
19 Although many of these artists made records in the late 1990s, they never had the same amount of 

success as they had as  teenpop stars. For an account of the careers of teen idols, see Kelly. Clemente 

gives a detailed overview of the careers of girl groups, from the 1950s till the end of the century. 
20 There is for instance one scene in which George Harrison holds an ironic distance, proving that he is 

not manipulated by the industry of stardom. When a woman is going to put make-up on George, he 

says to her: ‘You won’t interfere with the basic rugged concept of my personality will you, madam?’ 
21 The cliché of transgenerational conflict is also subverted, in a rather odd manner, in one of the 

subplots of A HARD DAY’S NIGHT. This storyline centres on the ‘evil’ character of Paul’s grandfather 

who has the unlikely role of a senile delinquent. He is constantly creating conflict between people. He 

tries to exploit the Fab Four by selling photos with fake autographs and he is involved in several 

swindles. Near the end of the film John comically remarks about him: ‘He’s sex-obsessed. The older 

generation are leading this country to galloping ruin’.  
22 Indeed, the American popular song had an international audience while its largest, national audience 

was probably the American working class. The new popular song appealed in particular to audiences 

whose life reflected a changing American society: European immigrants; former country folk that 

inhabited the large cities; urban, middle-class women for whom the improved conditions at home such 
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as canned goods and the washing machine increased their leisure time and African-American people 

who, for the first time, were permitted to visit theatres on condition that they sat at the gallery or 

‘nigger heaven’ in popular speech (Tawa 9-12). 
23 Tawa relates these anxieties to the concept of ‘neurasthenia’, which was in use at that time. 

Introduced by George Beard in the 1880s, ‘neurasthenia’ referred to the mental and emotional 

condition of people suffering from nervous exhaustion. Two of the symptoms of this state were fear of 

responsibility and loneliness, which were both a consequence of the new urban and industrial life (19). 
24 As early as the 1890s, the entrepreneurs of the buildings where popular music was performed tried 

to reach a family audience. A difficulty in this respect was the fact that popular music had a bad 

reputation. In order to attract families and other audiences that deemed popular music to be inferior 

and immoral, the term ‘vaudeville’ was used. This term referred to variety theatres that promised to 

offer music that was not obscene and did not contain sexual innuendo. Another way to attract 

suspicious audiences to the theatres where light musicals and variety shows were staged was to 

euphemistically call them  ‘museums’ and ‘opera houses’ (Tawa 10). 
25 The ‘Brill Building’ was located on Broadway and housed a generation of songwriters such as 

Carole King, Bobby Darin, Neil Sedaka and Neil Diamond. They wrote songs for teenpop artists in the 

1950s and 1960s. They worked in a way similar to the Tin Pan Alley composers but their work catered 

much more for teen tastes.
26 For example, girl group the Chiffons sang ‘One fine day, you’re gonna want me for your girl’ and 

the Shirelles’ ‘Foolish Little Girl’ and ‘Mama Said’ set up a mother-daughter dialogue. In a similar 

vein, Donnie Osmond sang ‘Puppy Love’, ‘Too Young’ and ‘Young Love.’ 
27 Many love songs sung by teenpop stars from the late 1990s are not specifically about the teen 

experience. Britney Spears’ ‘Baby One More Time’ or the Backstreet Boys’ ‘As Long As You Love 

Me’ are, for instance, age-neutral songs Yet other songs do refer to the teenage experience of love. 

The artist most articulate about the teenage experience of love is Britney Spears: ‘Oops!…I Did It 

Again’ (‘It might seem like a crush, but it doesn’t mean that I’m serious’) and ‘I’m Not a Girl, Not Yet 

a Woman’.  
28 Max Martin, the songwriter and producer of the song, described the discordance between the age-

neutral lyrics and the video as follows: ‘People [i.e. adults] like the song—then they see the video and 

it’s like, “Fuck!”’ (Daly 65). 
29 For example, whereas in hip-hop articulating love is about having a way with words—for example 

LL Cool J—in soul it is about non-verbal expression, about how precisely words fail to express 

feeling. Folk artists, by contrast, often foreground the ‘poetic’ quality of language in love songs in 

order to explore and analyse the depths of their feelings, see for instance Joni Mitchell or Tracy 

Chapman. 
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30 This unstable and uncertain status of the romantic dialogue makes the singer’s performance of love 

songs vulnerable and sometimes quite embarrassing. Whereas the anxiety of romance can always be 

dissolved when the addressee is part of the music video’s diegesis, the romantic union between the 

artist and the implied viewer at home is never certain. If the viewer at home does not involve herself or 

himself in the romantic fiction, the artist’s performance can be quite embarrassing and ridiculous. This 

is why pop performers are such easy targets for derision and disgust by artists from rebellious youth 

genres such as rock and hip-hop. Think for example of Kelly Osbourne’s disgust of Christina Aguilera 

or Eminem’s crusade against teenpop.
31 An important subtext of the boy band is its function as a sexual moratorium for homosexual boys. A 

well-known scenario has become the boy band member (e.g. George Michael or Boyzone’s Stephen 

Gately) who struggles with his sexuality and who finally comes out of the closet—taken as a clear sign 

of maturity. Indeed, the boy band seems to be a rite of passage for young homosexual audience 

members that David Smay describes as ‘young gay men tentatively approaching their sexuality and 

finding a safe, creamy, hairless (non-threatening) chest to obsess on’ (41). Related to this is the history 

of gay managers of boy bands, the Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein being the most famous example. 

With regard to this history, Simon Frith writes: ‘In the words of Simon Napier-Bell (manager of the 

Yardbirds and Marc Bolan), in the early days, managers’ sexual tastes determined rock ‘n’ roll 

talent—“most of the managers were men and most of them liked boys” (Music For Pleasure 169). 

This is perhaps best illustrated by what Frith then calls, in relation to Wham (also managed by Napier-

Bell), the cult of The Boy which combines ‘the teenage fantasies of the older man and the younger 

girl’ (170). Still, the boy band as homosexual moratorium remains a subtext. Homosexuality is always 

implied and never explicitly addressed. In videos, publicity material and press coverage of male 

teenpop stars, heterosexuality remains the norm. Boy band members must always keep up the 

appearance of being a single heterosexual in order to remain desirable for their female teen audience. 

In videos they are always romantically linked to a girl, never to a boy.
32 For an analysis of white masculinity, see Dyer’s White. For a general analysis of masculinity in 

rock, see Whiteley (136-61). For different modes of masculinity in heavy metal videos (including 

romance and androgyny), see Walser. For an analysis of various forms of male address in music 

videos, see Lisa Lewis’ chapter ‘Male Address Video (1983)’ in her Gender Politics and MTV.
33 The Benjamin often has the best chances of pursuing a solo career (Michael Jackson being the most 

obvious example). The status of the Benjamin is not necessarily the youngest in biological age though. 

With Take That it was the cute and small Mark Owen who was the most popular while the actual 

Benjamin was the more rebellious Robbie Williams, who, interestingly, is the only Take That member 

who went on to make a successful solo career. 
34 Indeed, female artists have had much difficulty appropriating ‘youth’ in the domain of rock. Lisa 

Lewis, for example, has described how rock artist Pat Benatar, in the beginning of her career, was 
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continuously constructed in the media as a female vocalist who did not have any creative input in the 

songs she was singing. Similarly, she was interpreted as an object of sexual desire, notwithstanding 

her aggressive performance (84-90). However, with her hit video LOVE IS A BATTLEFIELD, Benatar 

did succeed in articulating female rebellion in the domain of rock youth. While Tina Turner also 

articulated female rebellion in the domain of rock youth, artists such as Cyndi Lauper and Madonna 

articulated female rebellion in the domain of pop youth (see Lewis). In the 1990s, the popularity of 

artists such as Sheryll Crow, Alanis Morissette, Tori Amos and Courtney Love has consolidated the 

possibility of articulating female rebellion in the domain of rock youth.
35 The most well-known studies of romance and femininity are studies on harlequin novels such as 

Radway and Modleski. While these works focus on adult femininity, Christian-Smith has studied teen 

romance novels. Thompson has analysed interviews with teenage girls on romance. McRobbie has 

analysed the way the teen magazine Jackie articulates a discourse of romance and she also analyses 

the place of pop music in her article  ‘Jackie Magazine.’ For a more recent collection of essays on 

romance and femininity, see Pearce and Stacey. 
36 An interesting article in this respect is Barbara Bradby’s article ‘Do-Talk and Don’t Talk: The 

Division of the Subject in Girl-Group Music’ that does analyse the female teen idol. She argues 

against Frith and McRobbie’s analysis that implicates a rather crude division between rock as 

progressive and teenpop as a straightforward reproduction of the dominant conservative patriarchal 

ideology (for other critiques on Frith and McRobbie’s essay, see Taylor and Laing and Frith’s own 

‘Afterthoughts’). Looking at the dialogue between the chorus and the lead singer in girl group music, 

Bradby argues that the use of ‘baby’ language articulates the discourse of romance in a contradictory 

way. Using a psychoanalytical approach, she starts from the basic assumption that the active subject 

position of the adult who expresses desire for its object of love re-enacts the love of a mother for her 

child: ‘Rock music appropriates the love talk of the mother and redirects it (in a reversal of the power 

relation of mother over son) into the discourse of adult male-female relations’ (345). As opposed to 

the male oriented rock music that only expresses the adult position of the mother (the desiring 

subject), Bradby argues that the female form of Girl Groups articulates both the active position of the 

mother and the passive position of the child (the object of desire). According to Bradby, the 

identifications that the teen lyrics produce are then part of a process of secondary socialisation for 

adolescents. This process refers to the teenager as a product of the post-war imagination that signifies 

‘a social space “in between” the patriarchal control of parents and the symbolic order of marriage’ 

(366). Girl Group music in particular articulates this social space in between as they produce both the 

position of the mother and the child. Although Bradby’s argument is convincing, it is less useful for 

this study. In the late 1990s, girls groups—most significantly the Spice Girls—articulate female 

rebellion in their celebration of girl power, although still conforming to compulsory heterosexuality. 
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Because of this form of rebellion, girl groups are part of pop youth instead of teenpop and therefore 

fall outside the scope of this chapter. 
37 These changes in love, romance and sex have predominantly been affected and accomplished by 

women: ‘Men are the laggards in the transitions now occurring’ (Giddens 59).
38 A new focus on sexuality can also be found in teen magazines from the 1990s. See McRobbie’s 

‘More! New sexualities in girls’ and women’s magazines’ and de Bruin. 
39 According to Walkerdine this dual image of the girl star as victim or perpetrator is drawn according 

to class lines: ‘the blond-haired girl to be protected is inevitably middle-class and the little seductress 

is the working-class girl who presents the danger of the fecund masses’ (5).
40 Walkerdine has argued that the dream of becoming a successful entertainer mostly belongs to 

working-class girls. She contends that the majority of the huge amount of girls who go to dance 

schools, participate in talent shows and do auditions for commercials, television parts and other work 

of entertainment are working-class. For them, entertainment provides one of the few alternatives to 

either domestic work or poorly paid jobs. Entertainment and the type of femininity it puts forward, i.e. 

the woman as spectacle, offers then a route for working-class girls for upward mobility (139-55). 
41 This is why programmes such as Pop Idol are essentially pop shows. The contestants’ performances 

are watched and judged from what the television audience knows about them from previous episodes. 

Will the contestant be able to perform while we know she has a cold? Will the contestant be able to 

make up for the criticism received from the jury last week? Will this song better fit the personality of 

the contestant?
42 Of course, it is an open secret that the same is true for rock or hip-hop. A sincere or spontaneous 

rock performance depends just as much on conventions and rules. Nevertheless, these genres still 

value those artists that have ‘lived their music’, so to speak.
43 The idea of teenpop artists being completely exploited by people from the music industry is rebutted 

by Spears herself. In the interview with Rolling Stone magazine she talks about the record company’s 

idea about her first music video for the song ‘Baby One More Time’ which was ‘an animated Power-

Ranger-y thing’. Her answer to the people from the record label, then, reveals the way in which Spears 

contributed to her own marketing: ‘”This is not right. If you want me to reach four-year-olds, then OK, 

but if you want me to reach my age group…” So I had this idea where we’re in school and bored out 

of our minds, and we have Catholic uniforms on. And I said, “Why don’t we have knee-highs and tie 

the shirts up to give it a little attitude?”—so it wouldn’t be boring and cheesy’ (Daly 130).
44 Still, Lena Horne remains an exception. For an analysis of the racial politics of entertainment and 

more particularly the Hollywood musical, see Dyer’s ‘The Colour of Entertainment.’
45 SClub7’s HAVE YOU EVER and Steps’ WHEN I SAID GOODBYE are exceptions in this respect. Both 

videos depict all members of the groups, each isolated in their own emotional world. Even when the 
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members of Steps are united at the end of WHEN I SAID GOODBYE, they still do not connect with each 

other through eye contact for instance.
46 This division between an intimate verse and a ‘crowded’ chorus cannot only be found in teenpop 

videos. This division is actually quite common in many musical genres. Vernallis names for example 

Soundgarden’s BLACKHOLE SUN ‘that crowds a lot of visual information into the chorus’ while ‘the 

imagery of the verses is much less active, featuring only one or two objects in the frame’ (164). 
47 Nationality is usually played down in teenpop, certainly in clothes. The only, quite famous example 

of a teenpop group articulating their nationality through dress style was the tartan look of the Bay City 

Rollers, which was immediately copied by their fans all over the world. 
48 This type of identification may also occur with female audiences’ reception of male idols. There is 

even some empirical data from audience research of this type of reading. Ehrenreich, Hess and Jacobs 

interviewed former teenybopper fans from the Beatles. Some of these women explained their 

‘beatlemania’ not in terms of love but in terms of identification. They adored the Beatles for the things 

they as girls could not be and do (103). 

4 Electronic Dance Youth 

1 I use the term ‘DJ producer’ to refer to the status of the DJ as an artist who creates music with his 

own instruments, i.e. the turntable, sampler and drum machines, and to distinguish this role from the 

traditional understanding of the DJ as a person who spins records of other artists. At the beginning of 

the twentieth century, the first DJs were people who chose, introduced and spun records on the radio. 

In the 1950s, DJs started to play records in ‘record hops’, famously put on television in American 

Bandstand. Instead of dancing to live music, young people now increasingly started to dance to 

recorded music in new venues such as clubs, dancehalls and discotheques that centred on the DJ. In 

disco culture, the DJ gradually became an artist himself as his own techniques started to intervene in 

the music he played from other artists. Techniques such as ‘slip-cueing’ (holding the record still in 

order to start it at exactly the right moment) and the use of pitchers (i.e. speed regulators) were 

introduced in order to make a smooth mix between records. In hip-hop and electronic dance music the 

DJ is transformed from a record spinner into a musician whose instruments are turntables, drum 

machines and samplers. However, the traditional role of the DJ as record spinner also persists. Indeed, 

in electronic dance music the roles of the DJ as artist (the DJ producer) and as record spinner (the DJ) 

continuously overlap. Superstar DJs such as Carl Cox or Fatboy Slim are both. So the term ‘DJ 

producer’ refers to the DJ who is creating—in electronic dance music this is called producing—a track 

while the term DJ may also refer to the same person who is playing that track live for an audience as 
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well as tracks from other people. For a detailed history of the DJ and his various techniques within 

different genres, see Poschardt.
2 In the U.S.A., electronic dance youth did not develop into a massive youth culture like it did in the 

UK and other European countries such as Germany, France, Belgium and the Netherlands.  This lack 

of growth can be explained, according to Reynolds, by the fact that in the early 1990s the record 

industry shifted their interest from rave to grunge music. The latter had all the characteristics—guitar 

music, old-fashioned rebellion, a band—which the industry knew well and could market more easily 

than the anonymous DJ of rave music. Reynolds argues that rave culture in the U.S.A. is actually 

based on a paradox: although it represents a massive subculture—American raves attract four to ten 

thousand people—it does not provide many interesting contributions in terms of music (298-317). 

Nevertheless, there are some successful electronic dance artists from America whose music videos are 

also analysed in this study: Todd Terry, Josh Wink, Moby and Roger Sanchez. Although most videos I 

analyse will be from British artists, I will also pay attention to some artists from other European 

countries, such as France (Laurent Garnier, Air, Daft Punk), Germany (Sven Väth) and the 

Netherlands (Ferry Corsten).
3 For example, Ward describes how in the 1960s white-owned southern soul labels and recording 

studios produced music of black soul artists such as Wilson Pickett or Aretha Franklin. They used 

white musicians and producers and this led to a musical style that was a blend of gospel, country and 

R&B (218-25).
4 The reason electronic dance music sounds this way is not a result of the inherent qualities of these 

sounds but a result of cultural encoding. Whereas acoustic instruments connote the ‘warmness’ of the 

human body, electronic instruments such as synthesisers and drum machines are associated with the 

supposed coldness of the machine. Toop describes how Japanese culture has a different relation to 

technology. So technological objects such as a PC or a television are considered as being similar to 

objects in nature such as a tree or a stone. The Japanese do not make a distinction between nature and 

machine as clear-cut as Westerners tend to make: ‘This is why encounters with such apparent oddities 

as shrines piled up with lavatory brushes are not uncommon in Japan, or why Buddhist priests pray for 

worn-out microchips. Everything is Bhudda’ (Ocean of Sound 151).
5 The term ‘techno rebel’ is derived from Alvin Toffler’s futurologist’s book The Third Wave, which 

was an inspiration for many electronic dance music artists, particularly for Detroit techno artists such 

as Rick Davis, Derrick May and Juan Atkins. Toffler describes the techno rebel as a person who 

adopts a different attitude towards technology than the traditional approach in which technology has 

been primarily used for economic or military purposes. Techno rebels consider the uncontrolled 

development of technology as a threat to themselves and to global survival. Their primary aim is to 

control the direction of technological development rather than letting new technologies shape people’s 

goals. Techno rebels are not anti-technological though. Rather, they contend that technology does not 
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need to be expensive or complex in order to be sophisticated and efficient. One needs to choose 

carefully between the many possible technologies, testing them not only for their economic and 

strategic purposes but also for their social and ecological value. Techno rebels thereby try to envision 

what kind of future we want (Toffler 165-70).
6 These alternative, unexpected uses of technology are not only characteristic of electronic dance 

music. Indeed, Simon Frith has argued that this has actually been a consistent feature in popular 

music’s history, ranging from 1930s’ guitarists who saw in the electrical amplification the possibility 

to travel and to perform for large audiences without a big band, to reggae’s transformation of records 

as musical instruments. This history shows, according to Frith, that the widely held assumption that 

technological changes have always served to increase capitalist control of the market, is inaccurate 

(‘Art versus Technology’ 272-7). Popular music in general is then, arguably, characterised by techno 

rebellion. Electronic dance youth differs from other genres to the extent that it actively puts forward 

the ‘sound’ of technology—so that we hear the music as machine music—and foregrounds the identity 

of the DJ as techno rebel in contrast to rock or punk artists who, on an ideological level, often claim to 

be anti-technological.
7 Hip-hop youth is characterised by a similar attitude, which Tricia Rose calls ‘working in the red’ 

(Black Noise 74-80). However, the masculinity of the hip-hop DJ and his technological 

experimentation is overshadowed by the aggressive, black heterosexual masculinity of the rapper. In 

electronic dance youth, by contrast, it is precisely the white, techno identity of the male DJ that comes 

to the fore.
8 For example, the book Modulations. A History of Electronic Music: Throbbing Words on Sounds,

edited by Peter Shapiro offers a historical overview of electronic dance music and also includes a 

chapter on musique concrète.
9 Electronic dance music also has obvious aesthetic similarities with disco music. Electronic dance 

music took over disco’s focus on the ‘track’ instead of the ‘song’ and on the ‘club’ instead of the 

‘concert’. Similarly, disco’s goal of extending the beat as long as possible (hence the 12 inch maxi 

single) can also be found in electronic dance music tracks that far exceed the popular song format of 

three minutes. Both disco and electronic dance music are organised according to a similar musical 

dialogue between the DJ who orchestrates and communicates with the dancing crowd via his records. 

The vocal performance of the soul diva can be found in both musical genres as well.
10 Malbon cites various surveys that have looked at the use of drugs in Britain in the late 1990s 

amongst clubbers. Between 68 and 76 per cent of people who go clubbing use ecstasy (or ‘E’ as it is 

called by British clubbers) on a regular basis (118).
11 Derrick May tells Reynolds how they actively tried to discourage ghetto youth from attending their 

parties. As their scene became more popular, ghetto youth also went to techno parties. So the clubs put 

‘no jits’ on their flyers (‘jit’ is a slang term for gangster):  
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‘They would put “no jits allowed”, says May, ‘but how you gonna tell some 250-pound 

ruffneck, standing about six foot four, “you’re not coming to my party”—when you’re some 

little five foot two pretty boy? I don’t think so! He’s coming in! It was a hope that they 

wouldn’t come! It was to make them feel unwanted…West Side kids and the whole elite high 

school scene just wanted to keep this shit to themselves…It was the beginning of the end. 

That’s when the guns started popping up at the parties, and fights started happening. By ’86, it 

was over’ (17-8). 

12 This diminished focus on sexuality also explains why, for example, black doo wop groups and male 

black teenpop stars such as Michael Jackson gained much easier access to the domain of ‘youth’ than 

their black colleagues who articulated a more aggressive masculinity. Interestingly, one of Michael 

Jackson most successful singles and music videos has been THRILLER, which also adopts the format of 

the horror movie. The video depicts a continuum between Jackson’s immature gender identity—not 

yet a ‘real’ man—his racial and sexual ambiguity and the reproductive inadequacy of the zombie. For 

a detailed analysis of these themes, see Mercer.
13 According to Reynolds there is a correspondence between a soccer match and a rave: ‘collective 

fervor, bodies pressed together, the liberation of loosing oneself in the crowd’ (64). In the late 1980s, 

British soccer fans discovered that the exaltation of the raving crowd and the use of ecstasy were even 

better than the adrenaline of the football match, the intoxication of beer and perhaps even the losing of 

one’s self in ultraviolence. However, when the novelty of the drugs had worn off, many soccer fans 

returned to their former hooliganism (64).
14 The figure of the smiley (a yellow round with a smiling face) that became hugely popular in the acid 

house culture during the late 1980s, has probably been the visual allusion to ecstasy pills (whose main 

effect is indeed a feeling of happiness) par excellence.
15 It is significant in this context that Madonna’s BEDTIME STORY, one of the most famous examples of 

a music video that centres on imagery of the subconscious, uses electronic dance music.
16 These sometimes revelatory experiences of combining drugs and music also led to another similarity 

between electronic dance youth and hippie culture, namely their interest in ‘spirituality’ and 

‘mysticism’. While hippies had an interest in Eastern culture and religion and travelled en masse to 

India, rave culture had a sub-genre called ‘Goa trance’. This sub-genre has its own distinctive sound 

that originated in Goa, an area in India where rave tourists came to look for ‘another Ibiza’ (Reynolds 

175). More generally, some parts of rave culture embraced a kind of spiritual, New Age kind of 

mysticism or turned to Eastern religions such as Buddhism in order to explore the religious character 

of raving and clubbing.
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17 EQ-ing refers to the manipulation of the frequency levels by lowering or raising them. Phasing 

refers to the sound effect created by a phase shift, which creates a spatial sound. Panning is the 

adjustment of the various tracks of a multiple track recording within the stereophonic image.
18 In an interview with David Toop, Aphex Twin explains his fascination for the altered state of 

dreaming. He claims that from a young age he was able to do ‘lucid dreaming’. This is a state in which 

one is conscious about the fact that one dreams and one is able to direct those dreams. Aphex Twin 

tries to write his music from lucid dreaming although this can be quite difficult: ‘The hardest thing is 

getting the sounds the same. It’s never the same. It doesn’t really come close to it. When you have a 

nightmare or a weird dream, you wake up and tell someone about it and it sounds really shit. It’s the 

same for sounds, roughly. When I imagine sounds, they are in dream form. As you get better at doing 

it, you can get closer and closer to the actual sounds. But that’s only 70 per cent of it’ (Ocean of Sound

211-2).
19 This technique is also used in videos from other musical genres. See for example, the Rolling 

Stone’s LIKE A ROLLING STONE and Skunk Anansie’s HEDONISM.
20 This explains why books about ‘how to be a DJ’, historiographies and insider accounts of rave 

culture abound, while there are relatively few biographies and autobiographies of individual DJs.
21 In Dave Haslam’s Adventures on the Wheels of Steel: The Rise of the Superstar DJs there are many 

anecdotes of mistaken identity. Haslam, himself a DJ who worked at the famous Manchester club 

Hacienda, has been often mistaken for Norman Cook (Fatboy Slim), while Cook himself tells about a 

time when a clubber actually mistook him for a bartender (xiii, 20 and 87).
22 The debate about authorship in DJ culture is much more elaborated than I have space to discuss. It 

has been related to the technology of sampling and the demystification of ‘aura’ (Goodwin ‘Sample 

and Hold’), to authenticity (Thornton 26-32), to the supposed death of the author and the 

‘decentralisation of the subject’ (Poschardt 373-84) and to the relation between modernism, 

postmodernism and technology (During).
23 British DJs Sasha, RBM and XTCee have articulated their desire for this distance in a humorous 

way by printing their advice on how to behave in the DJ booth on a t-shirt (printed in Poschardt). It 

reads:

DJ Booth Etiquette. 1. Say “Hi” then “Bye”!! (Better yet, wave from the dance floor); 2. If DJ 

is in this position [a drawing of a DJ busy with his turntable] he obviously cannot speak to 

you; 3. No person in this booth is employed by a record store; 4. The dance floor is where all 

the people are dancing. NOT HERE!; 5. Since the DJ doesn’t dj in the lounge, then loungers 

shouldn’t lounge in the DJ booth; 6. When in the DJ booth, if you find yourself saying 

“Excuse me” more than once, then you should excuse yourself from the booth. (437) 
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The advice articulates a desire for a distance between the DJ and the audience but reveals that this 

ideal is actually constantly undermined. It is precisely the DJs’ high level of approachability that 

makes it difficult for them to actually do their work. So despite the focus in my analyses of electronic 

dance videos on the invisible and distanced position of the DJ, one should not forget that the other, 

traditional ideal of performer and audience directly getting together remains important as well.
24 Electronic dance youth sometimes put forward a non-macho masculinity—and femininity—that 

affiliates itself with the child identity. This flirtation with the subjectivity of the child reveals yet 

another correspondence with 1960s’ hippie culture. Hippies adopted the child identity by calling 

themselves ‘flower children’ and celebrating a symbolic childhood. Ravers have also flirted with the 

identity of children. Fritz describes, for instance, how ravers’ clothing adopts many child accessories. 

Ravers often wear t-shirts with cartoon characters, they suck lollipops and blow whistles and girls 

wear pigtails (211-2). Electronic dance artist Moby also sometimes affiliates himself with a child 

identity: his music videos NATURAL BLUES and WHY DOES MY HEART FEEL SO BAD? are animations 

that feature Moby as an endearing cartoon character. For the hippies and 1960s’ rock culture at large, 

this mythical childhood was an articulation of their Romantic worldview. The same could be said 

about rave culture. The idea of the innocence of childhood, innocence with regard to racism and 

sexism for example, corresponds with rave’s utopian egalitarianism. It also corresponds with rave’s 

dislike of traditional clubs that function like a cattle market.  
25 In this respect the white man in the video shares his power with or transfers his power to black men. 

In the Bomfunk MC’s FREESTYLER this transfer is reversed. Now it is a black member of the 

Bomfunk MC’s who gives a magical Walkman to a white boy. The Walkman has a similar effect as 

the magical egg timer in Roni Size’s Brown Paper Bag: when the boy operates the rewind, forward 

and pause buttons, the people around him move back and forth as well or stop in freeze frame.
26 The series of X-Mix offer many of these mixes with their accompanying videos. The X-Mix series 

are put on video and DVD and can be purchased in stores. The mixes have names like ‘Dave Clarke 

presents X-Mix Electro Boogie’, ‘Laurent Garnier presents X-Mix-2 Destination Planet Dream’ and 

‘DJ Hell presents X-Mix-5 Wildstyle’.
27 I do not want to suggest here that singers in electronic dance music do not make a contribution to the 

music. However, the idea of the DJ as an invisible author who controls what the performers are doing 

on stage is prevalent in electronic dance music. See also note 27.
28 This idea of the DJ as ‘the man behind the act’, which is often accurate, can be found in the way 

Faithless is described in encyclopaedias. Here is for example the Dutch popular music encyclopaedia 

Oor’s Eerste Nederlandse Pop Encyclopedie 2002: ‘A successful British house band grouped around 

producer Rollo Armstrong. (…) Faithless also involves singer, keyboard player and songwriter Jamie 

Catto, rapper Maxi Jazz and Sister Bliss who is not only a successful DJ but also plays various 

instruments. (…) Meanwhile Rollo no longer performs on stage nor does he participate in interviews 
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and photo shoots, but he remains the brain behind the project’ (Steensma 129). In The Virgin 

Encyclopedia of Nineties Music other DJ Sister Bliss also gets credit for being the creative ‘brain’ 

behind the group (yet not the other band members who ‘just’ join): ‘This unusual dance music outfit is 

formed around the nucleus of Rollo, one of the prime movers in the UK house scene, and Sister Bliss, 

one of the most successful and respected female DJs. It is truly an eclectic collaboration, with both 

Sister Bliss and Rollo being innovative and highly skilled programmers and producers. They are 

joined by rapper Maxi Jazz, singer/ writer instrumentalist Jamie Catto (who is from a folk 

background), and guitarist Dave Randall’ (Larkin 150). 
29 In British club culture, the notion of the ‘mainstream’ has been characterised, according to Thornton, 

by the proverbial working-class girls Sharon and Tracy who visit the commercial Mecca disco, who 

listen to the pop charts, who think BBC’s Top of the Pops is trend-setting, who lack any individuality 

and who dance around their handbags (99-100 and 109). Here the mainstream is also, implicitly at 

least, associated with the teenager. As examples of mainstream music, for instance, Thornton names 

1980s teenpop stars Kylie Minogue and Jason Donovan. However, in the late 1990s, electronic dance 

music humorously appropriated this handbag identity in the subgenre of ‘handbag house’ and its 

sequel ‘hardbag’ (Reynolds 376). Here the uncool stigma of ‘Sharon and Tracey’ has been heralded by 

means of a reverse psychology. The term ‘handbag house’ can be called an instance of what I called in 

the previous chapter on hip-hop youth ‘internal rebellion’. It provocatively celebrates an identity that 

is rejected by another part of electronic dance youth’s constituency.
30 Reynolds describes how rave culture was depicted in these television series (237 and 310-1). In 

Inspector Morse the subversive raving crowd was the subject of an episode called ‘Cherubim and 

Seraphics.’ It starts when some teenagers from a rave scene die from a lethal new drug called 

Seraphic. Rave culture is depicted as a subculture in which teenagers celebrate their hedonist escape 

from reality and that is completely closed to outsiders, i.e. adults such as their parents and Morse and 

Lewis. Rave culture subsequently appropriated a piece of the episode’s sound track as one pirate 

station used a piece of Morse’s speech as a sample: ‘It’s a rave, Lewis!’ In Beverly Hills 90210, nice 

teenager Brandon takes a drug called Euphoria given to him by his girlfriend. The following day, 

however, he has a huge hangover and he feels terrible for having behaved like a fool. All the profound 

emotions he thought he was experiencing, had all disappeared. 
31 Reynolds describes some of the shrewd tricks party organisers in the UK and the U.S.A. used to 

hoax the police: false papers were shown to convince the police that the party was fully licensed or 

that it was actually a film set where a music video was being shot. They also often used the argument 

that the party was private and one therefore did not need to apply for permission. Another trick was to 

make sure the police did not know the exact location of the party. For instance, the partygoers had to 

call a number and they were sent to a location were they could call again to find out about the actual 

location. As for their part, the police formed special task forces to handle the problem of the illegal 
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raves. The London police set up an ‘acid squad’ and the New York police a ‘Rave Task Force’ 

(Reynolds 72-6, 145-6 and 155-60).
32 A good example of electronic dance videos’ impact was a conversation I had with a party organiser 

in Amsterdam. He told me that somebody had said to him that his party looked like a Prodigy music 

video, which he considered a huge compliment.
33 In this respect, the commentary of video director Spike Jonze, who directed some of the videos I will 

analyse (DA FUNK, PRAISE YOU) is telling. He says during a commentary of ELEKTROBANK on the 

DVD The Chemical Brothers: Singles 93-03: ‘Music is sold a lot of times with a video to accompany 

it. That’s is not what I do. I will generally make a film. If I’ve got an idea, I’ll make a film. The music 

is almost incidental.’
34 This music was foremost identified with the Orb and their 1989 track ‘A Huge Ever Growing 

Pulsating Brain That Rules From the Centre of the Ultraworld’ that was accompanied with the slogan 

‘ambient house for the E generation’. Other important ambient house albums were KLF’s Chill-out

(1990), Mixmaster Morris’ (alias the Irresistible Force) Flying High (191992), Aphex Twin’s Selected 

Ambient Works ’85-’92 (1992) and the Higher Intelligence Agency’s Freefloater (1995). There were 

also special parties organised where one could chill-out, such as the Telepathic Fish ambient tea 

parties organised in London in the early 1990s. Soon the ambient trend in electronic music became an 

international phenomenon everywhere in Europe, the United States and even Asia (Goa and Japan). 

For a discussion of ambient house, see Reynolds 181-204, Toop’s Ocean of Sound 33-65 and 208-16 

and Marcus.
35 Yet, ambient house is connected to the phenomenon of the chill-out room and the experience of the 

comedown of drugs that were still working while the party was long over—hence the after parties. 

Lounge, by contrast, was a different concept of going out and not necessarily related to clubbing and 

drugs. It is slow, often jazzy electronic music with soft and sultry beats and it was used as background 

music in lounges. These were trendy places where one could sit or lie while drinking and eating. DJs 

Kruder and Dorfmeister are often called the trendsetters of this new sub-genre. Yet, lounge is perhaps 

not really a particular style of music. Rather, lounge refers to a way of listening to music and to a 

particular environment in which that music is played. For example, the compilation CD MTV Lounge: 

vol. 2 comprises artists as diverse as Alex Gopher, Moby, Portishead and Fatboy Slim. 
36 The video even has a sequel in another Daft Punk video, FRESH, that features the same man-dog. 

The music has a similar function as in DA FUNK although it does not fulfil an obtrusive role. Because 

of the dialogues of the characters in the video’s story, the music is not allowed to dominate; its 

function is reduced to being the background music to the video’s story. When the music comes to the 

fore it seems merely an effect of the characters’ silence. 
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De hoofdvraag van dit onderzoek is hoe jeugd wordt geconstrueerd in videoclips van eind jaren 

negentig. Deze hoofdvraag heeft zich in dit onderzoek beperkt tot drie casestudies waarin videoclips 

van drie muziek genres, namelijk hip hop, tienerpop en elektronische dans muziek, centraal staan. In 

dit onderzoek wordt onder ‘jeugd’ een samenkomst verstaan van bepaalde sociale en historische 

relaties, populaire media en de performance conventies van popmuziek. Jeugd als een subjectiviteit 

wordt bepaald door drie parameters. In de casestudies wordt geanalyseerd hoe deze verschillende 

parameters van jeugd geconstrueerd worden in videoclips. De eerste parameter is de temporaliteit van 

jeugd. Deze bestaat uit vier niveaus. Het eerste niveau verwijst naar de manier waarop jeugd als een 

nieuwe generatie verbonden is met de geschiedenis. De socioloog Karl Mannheim betoogt dat een 

kenmerk van een nieuwe generatie is dat zij ‘vers contact’ maakt met de culturele erfenis. Dit verse 

contact bestaat uit een veranderd perspectief met betrekking tot het cultureel erfgoed. Het verse 

contact van jeugd als een nieuwe generatie beschrijft de historische identiteit en betekenis van een 

bepaalde generatie. Een tweede temporaliteit van jeugd wordt bepaald door een specifieke 

tijdsbeleving waarmee de protest generatie uit de jaren zestig zich identificeerde. In de naoorlogse 

jaren beschouwden volwassenen de jeugd als de belofte van de toekomst die de welvaart en 

vooruitgang van de maatschappij zouden verwezenlijken. De jeugd zelf daarentegen zette zich af tegen 

deze rol en vierde in plaats daarvan een imaginaire toekomst van plezier en hedonisme in het tijdloze 

heden van de popmuziek. De culturele impact van de protest generatie is zo groot en dominant 

gebleken dat de identiteit van generaties die er na kwamen geïdentificeerd werd met dezelfde 

temporaliteit. 

Het derde tijdsniveau van jeugd verwijst naar de tijdservaringen van verveling en mode die, 

volgens popmuziek wetenschapper Simon Frith, centraal staan in popmuziek. Popmuziek is in feite 

gebaseerd op het verdrijven van de verveling waarin de tijd zich voortsleept en er niets gebeurt. De 

popmuziek stelt hier tegenover een tijdsbeleving die vergeleken kan worden met de temporele werking 

van mode: het nieuwe wordt voortdurend verwisseld voor iets anders nieuws. De tijdsbeleving van 

mode wordt dan ook gekenmerkt door kortstondigheid en herhaling. Deze temporele structuur heeft 

veel overeenkomsten met de rol van herhaling in zwarte muziek. Het derde tijdsniveau van jeugd 

kenmerkt zich dus door een waardering van het nieuwe of het onverwachte terwijl dit altijd ingebed is 

in een bepaalde structuur van herhaling en serialiteit. Het vierde tijdsniveau van jeugd is het feit dat 

‘jeugd’ zich steeds meer lijkt te ontwikkelen tot een transgenerationeel fenomeen waarin verschillende 

generaties zich identificeren met ‘jeugd’. De mate waarin dit gebeurt verschilt echter per muziekgenre 

en jeugdcultuur.  



Dutch Summary 

256

De tweede parameter is jeugd als een individuele identiteit. In videoclips wordt de individuele 

identiteit bepaald door de popartiest die in feite twee posities inneemt. De popartiest wordt zowel 

gezien als auteur en als performer en deze twee rollen worden weerspiegeld in de twee manieren 

waarop de zanger het publiek toespreekt. De zanger is een verhalenverteller maar vervult tegelijkertijd 

ook de rol van het fictieve personage in dat verhaal. Deze dubbele posities die de popartiest inneemt 

benadrukken dat identiteit het spelen van een rol of een performance is. De conventies van een 

bepaald muziekgenre bepalen in hoge mate de manier waarop de performance van identiteiten in de 

bijbehorende jeugdcultuur tot stand komt. Een belangrijk onderdeel van die performance regels is 

volgens Frith de relatie tussen bijvoorbeeld de zanger en de gitarist, de relatie tussen artiest en publiek 

en de relatie tussen de artiest en het liedje. Ook de socioloog Paul Gilroy betoogt dat de vraag en 

antwoord rituelen in zwarte muziek het imaginaire effect produceren van een coherent, raciaal zelf. 

Deze ervaring van coherentie is het imaginaire effect van sociale praktijken zoals taal, gebaren, 

verlangens en lichamelijke betekenissen. Filosofe Judith Butler betoogt op vergelijkbare manier dat 

gender niet verwijst naar een preëxistente identiteit maar de uitkomst is van performatieve 

handelingen. Gender wordt geproduceerd door de gedwongen herhaling van sociale normen en 

performativiteit heeft daarom een historische dimensie. Het feit dat identiteit het spelen van een rol is 

wil echter nog niet zeggen dat er vrijuit gekozen kan worden welke rol je speelt. Aangezien de 

verplichting om aan gender normen te voldoen bepaalde verwachtingen creëren die nooit volledig 

kunnen worden waargemaakt zijn, volgens Butler, verandering en subversie wel mogelijk. De 

jeugdrebellie van de jaren zestig generatie werd beschouwd als subversief omdat dominante normen 

met betrekking tot witte mannelijkheid werden overschreden door jongeren die zich identificeerden 

met de muziek van zwarte muzikanten.  

Deze rebellie moet echter niet beschouwd worden als extreem radicaal omdat jeugd 

traditioneel de leeftijdsperiode is waarin een zekere speelsheid met betrekking tot sociale rollen is 

toegestaan. Volgens ontwikkelingspsycholoog Erik Erikson ondergaan jongeren een identiteitscrisis 

waarin ze op zoek zijn naar een identiteit. Erikson introduceert de term psychosociaal moratorium om 

te beschrijven hoe jeugd een lijftijdsperiode is die zich kenmerkt door een uitstel van serieuze 

volwassen verantwoordelijkheden en waarin het jongeren toegestaan is om te experimenteren met 

sociale rollen. Het psychosociale moratorium wordt gedefinieerd door een vaak provocatieve 

speelsheid van jongeren die, op een selectieve manier, oogluikend wordt toegestaan door volwassenen. 

Jongeren kunnen in dit sociale spel rebelleren door het aannemen van negatieve identiteiten. Een 

negatieve identiteit is een rol die door de maatschappij of door ouders als gevaarlijk en ongewenst 

wordt bestempeld. De rebellie van de jongeren uit de jaren zestig kan in dit opzicht beschreven 

worden als een afwijzing van die rollen met betrekking tot gender, ras en klasse die wensbaar werden 

geacht door volwassenen. Popmuziek vertegenwoordigt dan een cultureel domein van jeugd waarin 

men minder verplicht is om bepaalde sociale rollen aan te nemen en waarin het, tot op zekere hoogte, 

toegestaan is om te experimenteren met sociale rollen. Jeugd verwijst dan naar een domein van 
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toegestane performativiteiten. Dit wil echter niet zeggen dat jongeren vrijuit kunnen experimenteren. 

De dwingende normen met betrekking tot sociale rollen beperken de mogelijkheden waarin 

geëxperimenteerd kan worden met identiteit. Deze beperkingen zijn niet alleen cultureel, sociaal en 

historisch bepaald maar worden ook gestuurd door de conventies van muziekgenres. 

De derde parameter kan tevens beschreven worden als een toegestane performativiteit maar 

heeft hier betrekking op jeugd als een collectiviteit. Ook de groepsidentiteit van jeugdculturen wordt 

voor een belangrijk deel bepaald door de performance rituelen van popmuziek. De interactie tussen 

performers, tussen artiest en publiek maar ook tussen twee ritmes of tussen zang en een gitaarsolo 

bepalen niet alleen de individuele identiteit maar ook de groepsidentiteit van de deelnemers. De 

manier waarop populaire muziek een ervaring van identiteit biedt beperkt zich echter niet tot 

jeugdmuziek. Ook andere soorten muziek, zelfs klassieke muziek, functioneren op deze manier. 

Popmuziek is dan ook niet verbonden met jongeren omdat zij de enige zijn die daar naar luisteren of 

omdat popmuziek bepaalde waarden en ideeën van een subcultuur reflecteert. Popmuziek wordt met 

jeugd geassocieerd omdat, historisch gezien, de sociale relaties binnen jeugdculturen voor een 

belangrijk deel gestuurd werden en worden door de rituelen van popmuziek. 

Massa media hebben een belangrijke functie omdat ze een jeugdcultuur helpen verspreiden 

zodat een lokale jeugdcultuur kan uitgroeien tot een internationale of nationale jeugdbeweging. 

Belangrijk bij deze verspreiding, en videoclips nemen hier een centrale rol in, is het feit dat 

audiovisuele media de conventies van een muziek genre tonen. Videoclips tonen hoe je moet bewegen 

op een bepaalde muzieksoort, hoe de artiesten en het publiek zich gedraagt en wat de kleding en 

haarstijl is van een bepaalde jeugdcultuur. Ook de manier waarop de artiesten zich richten tot de 

televisiekijker is hierbij van belang. Deze verschillende ‘aanspreekvormen’ (modes of address) creëren 

sociale relaties en bepalen de individuele en collectieve identiteit van jeugd. De media zijn ook nog 

belangrijk voor de subculturele identiteit van jeugdculturen om een andere reden die Lawrence 

Grossberg en Sarah Thornton naar voren brengen. Zij betogen dat de morele paniek over 

jeugdculturen als gevolg heeft dat die de jeugd achter hun rug om subversief maken en hen zelfs een 

politieke lading toedichten die ze aanvankelijk helemaal niet had. Morele paniek verleent jongeren de 

gewenste rol van orde verstoorder en provocateur. Aangezien een dergelijke identiteit een 

jeugdcultuur aantrekkelijk maakt voor een jeugdig publiek, wordt al snel duidelijk dat morele paniek 

lucratief kan zijn en zelfs als effectieve marketing strategie gebruikt kan worden. Hoewel jeugd 

rebellie vaak goed verkoopt, dreigt het ook regelmatig zo controversieel te worden dat druk van 

buitenaf (door de regering, opinie leiders en zedenpredikers) het uiteindelijk onmogelijk maakt om, op 

morele, politieke en commerciële gronden, zaken te doen. De mainstream media kenmerken zich dan 

door het evenwicht te bewaren tussen wat net wel en net niet toegestaan is.

De eerste casestudy analyseert hoe jeugd geconstrueerd wordt in hip hop clips. Hip hop is het 

eerste muziekgenre waarin zwarte artiesten zich de identiteit van ‘jeugd’ konden toe-eigenen en in de 

massa media jeugd rebellie konden uiten. Hoewel zwarte artiesten een belangrijke aandeel hadden in 
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de opkomst van naoorlogse jeugdculturen, waren ze tegelijkertijd ‘onzichtbaar’ met betrekking tot 

jeugd. De muziek van zwarte artiesten werd beschouwd als een uiting van hun zwarte identiteit en niet 

zozeer van hun jeugd identiteit. In de Verenigde Staten hadden zwarte muzikanten ook niet de ruimte 

om te experimenteren met sociale rollen. Aan de ene kant werd een eventueel ‘spel’ met sociale rollen 

niet beschouwd als een onschuldig moratorium van jongeren maar als een serieuze bedreiging van de 

dominante orde die geassocieerd werd met de volwassen politieke beweging van de Civil Rights 

Movement. Aan de andere kant moesten zwarte artiesten, om toegang te krijgen tot massa media en tot 

een wit publiek een haast karikaturale vertoning maken van hun zwarte identiteit om te voldoen aan 

het romantische maar stereotype beeld dat witte jongeren hadden van zwarte authenticiteit, namelijk 

het rauwe, het lichamelijke en het seksuele. Dit veranderde in de jaren tachtig met de komst van hip 

hop. Hip hop vertegenwoordigde wel de jeugd identiteit van zwarte artiesten. Tevens bood hip hop een 

vorm van jeugd rebellie die nog overtuigend was, in tegenstelling tot rock muziek. Hip hop leverde 

nog echte schandalen, controverses en morele paniek op. Hip hop is een typische jeugdcultuur in de 

zin dat het populair is geworden door zijn subversieve kracht (kritiek leveren op geïnstitutionaliseerd 

racisme en verslag uitbrengen van het leven in de getto) en zich daardoor juist een centrale plek in de 

mainstream cultuur heeft verworven. Videoclips nemen een centrale rol in deze ontwikkeling en 

worden gestructureerd door de drie parameters van jeugd.     

In hip hop video’s wordt het tijdloze heden van plezier gevierd in block parties en in 

decadente feesten van de mythische zwarte figuur van de pooier. In dit heden worden tal van 

imaginaire toekomsten beleefd, waarbij zwarte artiesten zich onder andere het mythische witte 

verleden van de western of de witte mythische toekomst van de sciencefiction film toe-eigenen. De 

temporaliteit van mode is terug te vinden in die aspecten die hip hop cultuur beschouwd als origineel 

en onverwacht waarbij het aspect van de break een centrale rol inneemt. Met betrekking tot rap is dat 

de manier waarop rappers voortdurend zichzelf opnieuw uitvinden in autobiografische raps. In clips 

wordt dit op diverse manieren verbeeld. DJs zijn origineel door middel van sampling waarin ze een 

bepaald stukje muziek in een geheel andere context plaatsen. In videoclips kan een onverwachte 

sample ook onverwachte verhaallijnen of combinaties opleveren. Hip hop is ook, eind jaren negentig, 

een transgenerationeel fenomeen geworden waarin rappers van verschillende generaties zich allemaal 

identificeren met ‘jeugd’. In het sub genre van de ‘educatieve rap’ heeft hip hop zichzelf echter altijd 

al een bepaalde autoritaire, serieuze positie toegedicht waardoor het voor volwassenen makkelijker is 

om zich de cultuur toe te eigenen. 

Hip hop heeft een belangrijke verandering in de categorie ‘jeugd’ teweeg gebracht omdat 

jeugd voorheen zich vooral centreerde rond de individuele identiteit—de tweede parameter van 

jeugd—van de mannelijke witte rebel. In hip hop staat zwarte jeugd rebellie centraal. Deze rebellie is 

een effect van de ‘beledigingsrituelen’ waarop hip hop gebaseerd is. In ware competities scheppen 

rappers op over zichzelf terwijl ze hun tegenstander beledigen. Hierdoor wordt de tegenstander en het 

publiek altijd op een confronterende, agressieve manier toegesproken. Deze manier van toespreken 
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gaat in clips vaak gepaard met het fysiek toetakelen van de camera door er tegen te schoppen of te 

slaan. In hun opschepperijen, beledigingen en aanvallen articuleren rappers wat ik interne en externe 

rebellie noem. Interne rebellie verwijst naar beledigingen die gericht zijn aan iemand die deel uitmaakt 

van de jeugdcultuur terwijl externe rebellie een buitenstaander beledigt. Externe rebellie richt zich met 

name tegen witte autoriteitsfiguren zoals de politie of de regering maar richt zich ook, in meer 

abstracte zin, tegen ‘interpellatie’ oftewel het fenomeen dat zwarte Amerikaanse jongens door 

autoriteiten systematisch worden benaderd alsof ze crimineel zijn. Zowel interne als externe rebellie 

worden op uiteenlopende wijzen verbeeld in videoclips waarbij de mythische figuren van de hustler,

de pooier en de gangster centraal staan.  

Ondanks de dominantie van zwarte mannelijke rappers zijn er ook enkele zeer succesvolle 

zwarte vrouwelijke hip hop artiesten zoals Missy Elliott en Lil’Kim. Zij uiten jeugd rebellie door 

middel van de identiteit van de bitch. Door zich de naam toe te eigenen die de mannelijke rapper 

gebruikt om hun te beledigen en door daar een andere betekenis aan te geven—een klassieke wending 

in het beledigingsritueel—transformeren vrouwelijke rappers de rol van de bitch in een geuzennaam. 

Tegelijkertijd rebelleren vrouwelijke rappers met de rol van de bitch ook tegen feministen die de naam 

afwijzen als seksistische term. Naast zwarte vrouwelijke hip hop artiesten zijn er ook enkele 

succesvolle witte mannelijke rappers, zoals de Beasty Boys en Eminem. Hoewel hip hop zeer populair 

is bij een groot wit publiek is het desondanks erg moeilijk voor witte artiesten om door te breken in 

hip hop. Hierin schuilt een belangrijk verschil met de rock cultuur uit de jaren zestig. De jeugd rebellie 

van de rock generatie bestond in de identificatie van witte jongeren met zwarte R&B muziek terwijl de 

jeugd rebellie van hip hop zich kenmerkt door het afzetten van zwarte Amerikaanse jongeren tegen 

witte autoriteiten. Dit verschil maakt het zeer moeilijk voor witte artiesten om zich hip hop toe te 

eigenen omdat zij voortdurend riskeren geassocieerd te worden met die personen waartegen hip hop 

rebelleert. Eminem articuleert hip hop rebellie onder andere door middel van zijn alter ego, de 

psychopaat Slim Shady, die op provocatieve wijze alle ramp scenario’s uitvoert die gedacht worden in 

verhalen van morele paniek over de schadelijke invloed van gangsta rap op witte jongeren.  

In hip hop clips neemt de collectieve hip hop identiteit –de derde parameter van jeugd—van 

de posse (een groep vrienden) en de gang een dominante plek in. Een belangrijke aspect van deze 

groepsidentiteiten is de buurt, stad of regio waar een rapper vandaan komt. Deze vormen vaak het 

decor van hip hop clips. Groepsidentiteiten worden ook vaak gebruikt om interne en externe rebellie te 

uiten. Intern scheppen rappers vaak op over hun buurt terwijl ze rappers uit andere steden afkraken. 

Extern wordt de hip hop term the ‘hood gebruikt als een positief eerbetoon aan een rapper’s buurt die 

voor buitenstaanders slechts de verschrikkingen van de getto vertegenwoordigt. Een van de 

belangrijkste manieren waarop een collectiviteit wordt gecreëerd is door het beledigingsritueel zelf. 

Het ritueel kan alleen bestaan doordat alle deelnemers, inclusief het publiek, instemmen met de regels. 

Het spel van elkaar beledigen is een ritueel van toegestaan gebrek aan respect. Het is een 

symmetrische vorm van communicatie waarin twee mensen elkaar vrijuit kunnen beledigen. In 
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principe kan iedereen toegang krijgen tot het ritueel en het televisie publiek van hip hop clips wordt 

ook altijd door de agressieve manier waarop het wordt toegesproken impliciet tot deelnemer van het 

ritueel gemaakt.  

Terwijl hip hop een belangrijke verandering in ‘jeugd’ teweegbracht, vertegenwoordigt 

tienerpop een fenomeen dat vanaf de opkomst van jeugdcultuur na de Tweede Wereld Oorlog deel 

uitmaakt van ‘jeugd’ (youth) terwijl het er ook van verschilt. Dit komt omdat tienerpop verbonden is 

met de term ‘tiener’ of ‘teenager’, een term die vooral met de jaren vijftig geassocieerd wordt. 

Historisch gezien zou je daarom kunnen zeggen dat ‘de teenager’ de voorloper is van ‘jeugd’ (youth)

dat vooral met de jaren zestig verbonden is. Keir Keightley betoogt dat de rock cultuur van de jaren 

zestig claimde een serieuze en subversieve cultuur te zijn en de term teenager werd daardoor afgedaan 

als veel te speels en kinderachtig. Voor rock cultuur staat tienerpop voor alles waartegen zij zich 

afzetten. Toch is het verschil tussen rock and tienerpop feitelijk niet zo groot. Beide zijn commerciële, 

mainstream fenomenen van de massa media hoewel tienerpop veel nadrukkelijker verbonden is met 

consumptie en massa media. Tienerpop is in feite een continuering van de conventies van 

entertainment zoals die ontwikkeld werden in de Broadway musicals en de Tin Pan Alley muziek uit 

de vooroorlogse jaren. Entertainment kenmerkt zich door utopische fantasieën waarin ontsnapt wordt 

aan de problemen en vermoeienissen van het dagelijkse leven. Hoewel jeugd rebellie ontbreekt in 

tienerpop wil dat nog niet zeggen dat er geen grenzen worden overschreden. In zwarte tienerpop van 

de jaren zestig bijvoorbeeld waren zwarte artiesten voor het eerst in staat om binnen het domein van 

de mainstream cultuur middenklasse identiteit toe te eigenen en zich te ontdoen van het eeuwenoude 

stigma van armoede en straatcultuur. Binnen tienerpop zijn de mogelijkheden tot rebellie beperkt maar 

het aantal subjectiviteiten dat toegang kan krijgen tot het genre is groter dan bij rock cultuur. 

     Evenals hip hop clips kenmerken tienerpop video’s zich door een tijdloos heden van plezier 

en feesten, hoewel dit plezier nooit een serieuze rebellie impliceert tegen de ouder cultuur. Tevens 

neemt de imaginaire toekomst van de liefdesrelatie een grote plek in. Tienerpop wordt gedomineerd 

door liefdesliedjes en de videoclips hebben ook vaak romantiek als thema. Binnen de context van 

tienerpop bieden liefdesliedjes een manier voor de onervaren tiener om in de fantasie te 

experimenteren met versieren, flirten en verkering hebben. Liefdesliedjes concentreren zich altijd op 

een bepaald gevoel dat uitgediept wordt en dat als zo overweldigend wordt ervaren dat de tijd stil lijkt 

te staan in een tijdloos heden van liefde. Tienerpop clips hebben uitlopende manieren om te wisselen 

tussen het tijdloze heden van het plezier en van de liefde. De tijdservaring van mode is in tienerpop 

terug te vinden in een pakkende melodie of zin (de hook) die de ene hit van de andere onderscheidt. 

Kleding-, haar- en dansstijlen zijn ook belangrijke, originele, nieuwe elementen in tienerpop die naar 

de temporaliteit van mode verwijzen. Tienerpop is het enige genre waarin jeugd als een 

transgenerationeel fenomeen een contradictio in terminis is. De vraag met betrekking tot tienerpop is 

dan ook niet of het transgenerationeel is maar of en in hoeverre tienerpop sterren in staat zijn om uit 

het domein van de tienerpop te komen. Dit blijkt moeilijk maar niet onmogelijk. Tienerpop artiesten 
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hebben hierbij diverse strategieën gebruikt zoals het samenwerken met artiesten uit andere genres of 

het aannemen van een rebellerende identiteit die meer geassocieerd wordt met andere jeugdculturen. 

De tweede parameter—jeugd als een individuele identiteit—richt zich op de figuur van de 

verliefde tiener. Donald Horton betoogt dat liefdesliedjes in feite romantische, intieme dialogen zijn 

tussen twee geliefden. Een belangrijk kenmerk van deze dialoog is de onzekerheid van de zanger 

omdat deze zich kwetsbaar opstelt door zijn liefde te uiten voor de ander zonder te weten of de ander 

die liefde ook beantwoord. Liefdesliedjes articuleren het verlangen naar een romantisch samensmelten 

met de ander terwijl het tegelijkertijd ook de angst voor de mogelijkheid hierin te falen uit. Hiermee 

verbonden is de aanname van gender rollen. Tienerpop is gebaseerd op de onzekerheid en 

moeilijkheid om aan dominante, patriarchale gender normen—Butler noemt dit ‘dwingende 

heteroseksualiteit’—te voldoen. Tienerpop vertegenwoordigt een zoektocht naar verschillende 

manieren om een heteroseksueel aantrekkelijk subject te worden.  

De mannelijke, verliefde tiener is niet een populair figuur aangezien het niet voldoet aan de 

traditionele, dominante kenmerken van mannelijkheid. Tienerpop gaat in op de onzekerheid van de 

mannelijke tiener om de actieve veroveraar in de liefde te worden. Dit resulteert in sommige clips 

zelfs in verhaallijnen waarin het meisje een dwingende of bedreigende rol heeft. In veel clips wordt de 

onzekerheid van de mannelijke verliefde tiener echter overwonnen doordat de jongen uiteindelijk toch 

het heft in handen neemt en een meisje versiert of doordat hij bezig is met een typisch mannelijke 

bezigheid zoals sport. In videoclips van vrouwelijke tiener sterren zoals Briney Spears en Mandy 

Moore, is het tiener meisje meestal in staat door haar aantrekkelijke voorkomen om een jongen aan 

zich te binden. Hoewel romantiek altijd een belangrijk moratorium voor meisjes is geweest waar zij 

zich voorbereidde voor haar toekomstige rollen als echtgenote en moeder, is dit de laatste jaren wel 

veranderd. Met name het  ideaal van het huwelijk als het meest belangrijke levensdoel van een meisje, 

is verouderd geraakt. Toch blijft de afwezigheid van expliciete seksualiteit en de idee van onschuld 

belangrijke kenmerken van tienerpop en van vrouwelijke tienerpop artiesten in het bijzonder. 

Daarnaast moeten vrouwelijke tieners echter wel degelijk voldoen aan de norm om een aantrekkelijk 

heteroseksueel object te worden. Hierdoor is tienerpop een moeilijk domein waarin de vrouwelijke 

tienerster moet balanceren tussen het ideaal van de onschuld en het ideaal van heteroseksuele 

aantrekkelijkheid. Ze dreigt hierdoor vaak begrepen te worden als een perverse Lolita figuur of 

vergeleken te worden met een onschuldig kind. In beide interpretaties dreigt het perspectief van het 

tienermeisje zelf ontkend te worden en te verdwijnen.  

De laatste parameter—jeugd als een groepsidentiteit—kan gevonden worden in video clips in 

de manier waarop tieners als een groep vrienden, of klasgenoten of collega’s samen lol hebben. Dans 

en de kleur en stijl van kleding zijn belangrijke manieren om een groepsidentiteit te creëren. De groep 

vrienden biedt troost voor en een onderbreking van de moeilijkheden en verdriet die liefde met zich 

mee kan brengen. Tienerpop clips wisselen voortdurend af tussen de vrolijke collectiviteit van 

vrienden en het eenzame, verliefde individu. Een groepsidentiteit die typisch bij de teenager hoort is 
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die van de middelbare school. Sommige tienerpop clips hebben een verhaallijn waarin tieners 

ontsnappen aan de beperkingen van school. Deze fantasieën impliceren echter nooit een serieuze 

rebellie tegen het volwassen instituut. Tienerpop clips spreken het publiek toe op een romantische 

manier alsof het publiek een potentiële geliefde is of op een manier die de kijker uitnodigt om deel te 

nemen aan het tiener feest. Op deze manier wordt de televisiekijker ook, op impliciete wijze, 

betrokken bij de collectiviteit van de tieners.

De laatste casestudy bestudeert de constructie van jeugd in elektronische dans clips. De DJ 

producer van de elektronische dansmuziek kenmerkt zich door techno rebellie: het voortdurend 

experimenteren met technologieën en ze te gebruiken op andere manieren dan waar ze oorspronkelijk 

voor bedoeld waren. De DJ kan vergeleken worden met de figuren van de vampier, de zombie en de 

robot. Evenals een vampier brengt de DJ zijn werk tot leven door het meest interessante stukje van 

iemand anders zijn muziek te gebruiken; evenals een zombie worden stukjes muziek van anderen 

opnieuw tot leven gewekt; de elektronische muziek van de DJ klinkt als robot muziek. Richard Dyer 

betoogt dat deze figuren een extreme, beangstigende versie zijn van kenmerken die al in de ‘normale’ 

witte identiteit besloten liggen. Volgens Dyer is de normale witte identiteit niet gemarkeerd als een 

specifiek ras. Het label van ras wordt altijd op niet-witte mensen toegepast, nooit op witte mensen. De 

witte mens is tevens het model voor ‘het subject zonder eigenschappen’. Hiermee wordt bedoeld dat 

witte mensen een positie hebben bereikt waarin ze op een afstandelijke, abstracte en objectieve manier 

van denken en handelen de beschaving waarborgen. De keerzijde van dit ideaal van ‘echte witheid’ is 

dat het ook de angst oproept bij witte mensen dat ze lege of dode subjecten zijn. Deze angst staat 

centraal in de bovengenoemde filmfiguren die in feite alle drie dode of lege subjecten voorstellen. In 

elektronische dans muziek wordt deze identiteit van extreme witheid echter niet als iets beangstigends 

maar als iets positiefs gewaardeerd. Door zich te affiliëren met de identiteit van extreme witheid en 

deze te combineren met een retoriek van zich slaafs onderwerpen aan de dwingende, mechanische 

beat, belichaamt de elektronische dans jeugd op provocatieve wijze de angst van veel volwassenen 

voor extreme witheid en het idee dat jongeren extra gevoelig zijn voor onderwerping en totalitarisme. 

In elektronische dans clips neemt de eerste parameter—de temporaliteiten van jeugd—een 

dominante plek in. In het tijdloze heden van de elektronische dans muziek wordt een imaginaire 

toekomst beleefd waarin machines, technologie en robots deel uitmaken van het dagelijkse leven. In 

videoclips wordt deze imaginaire, technologische toekomst op het visuele vlak verbonden met een 

variëteit aan alternatieve vormen van bewustzijn (altered states). In sommige clips wordt een 

imaginaire toekomst verbeeld waarin machines passie hebben of verliefd worden terwijl in andere 

clips een technologische toekomst langzaam verandert in een nachtmerrie. Er zijn ook clips die de 

ervaring van een droom, drugs of een virtual reality verbeelden. Een ander tijdloos heden kan 

gevonden worden in een alternatieve ervaring van het lichaam die gewichtloos is geworden, of van 

binnenuit onderzocht wordt of geabsorbeerd lijkt te zijn in de muziek. Ook de natuur en het landschap 

zijn favoriete plekken die in elektronische dans clips op alternatieve wijze ervaren worden. Deze 
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alternatieve vormen van bewustzijn zijn, die ervaren worden in een tijdloosheden, zijn voortdurend 

aan verandering onderhevig. Daardoor zijn ze ook gestructureerd volgens het tijdsprincipe van de 

mode. Elektronische dans muziek is, tot slot, ook een transgenerationeel fenomeen. Dit wordt ook nog 

eens versterkt door de figuur van de DJ die zich historisch ontwikkeld heeft van een volwassene die 

verslaggever, initiator en verspreider van jeugdcultuur was tot een jeugdheld die zowel deelneemt aan 

jeugdcultuur als een autoriteitspositie binnen jeugdcultuur inneemt. Deze ontwikkeling maakt de DJ 

wellicht tot de transgenerationele figuur bij uitstek.  

De tweede parameter—de individuele identiteit van jeugd—lijkt in eerste instantie moeilijk te 

vinden in videoclips. Dit komt omdat de elektronische DJ vaak slechts figurant is in zijn eigen clip of 

zelfs helemaal afwezig is. Elektronische dans clips kenmerken zich dan ook door een anonieme 

‘aanspreekvorm’ (mode of address). De performance van de DJ kan beschreven worden door een 

afwisseling tussen een traditionele muzikale dialoog waarin artiest en publiek contact proberen te 

maken en een indirecte dialoog waarbij de DJ zich tot het publiek richt van een afstandelijke of 

onzichtbare positie. Tijdens optredens is de DJ vaak verscholen achter een opeenstapeling van 

keyboards, drumcomputers en mengtafels. In zeker opzicht continueert de DJ door zijn onzichtbare 

positie bepaalde aspecten van ‘de normale witte identiteit’ en dan met name die van witte 

mannelijkheid: een rationele afstandelijkheid en een bepaalde machtspositie die zich kenmerkt door de 

onzichtbare positie van de waarnemer of de voyeur. Deze machtspositie en onzichtbaarheid wordt op 

verschillende manieren uitgewerkt in videoclips waar de DJ vergeleken wordt met een diversiteit aan 

autoriteitsfiguren: een jeugdheld, een architect van sonische omgevingen, een sjamaan en een 

verhalenverteller. Hoewel traditionele mannelijkheid en de autoriteit die dat met zich meebrengt vaak 

gezien wordt als een teken van beschaving, gebruikt de DJ zijn autoriteit om die aspecten van jeugd 

naar voren te brengen (uit je dak gaan, drugs, feesten) die volwassenen vaak als een bedreiging voor 

de beschaving beschouwen.

Het spel met ‘normale’ en ‘extreme’ witte identiteit is vooral voorbehouden aan witte 

mannelijke DJs. Elektronische dans cultuur is bijzonder in dit opzicht omdat zwarte mannelijke DJs, 

die overigens aan de wieg hebben gestaan van het genre, ook toegang hebben tot deze jeugdcultuur. 

Zij kunnen zich hetzelfde spel met witte identiteiten en de machts- en autoriteitsposities die daarin 

besloten liggen toe-eigenen. Voor vrouwen is het veel moeilijker om als DJ door te breken. Hoewel ze 

wel te vinden zijn in clubs en op festivals zijn ze nagenoeg afwezig op de clipzenders. Wel zijn 

vrouwen meer aanwezig in de rol van danseres, zangeres of als lid van het publiek. Vanwege de 

onzichtbare positie van de DJ treedt het publiek meer op de voorgrond in elektronische dans clips dan 

in clips van andere muziek genres. Hoewel sommige clips het vrouwelijke publiek afbeelden als 

erotisch spektakel, zijn er ook veel clips waarin een vrouwelijk publiekslid een bepaalde machtspositie 

en een bepaalde kracht of eigenzinnigheid tentoonspreidt die de dominante normen van hoe een meisje 

zich zou moeten gedragen overschrijden.  
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De meest voorkomende groepsidentiteit in elektronische dans clips—de derde parameter van 

jeugd—is de dansende menigte op house feesten. Sommige clips gaan in op de relatie tussen het 

publiek als collectiviteit en het individuele publiekslid. Ben Melbon betoogt dat de dansende menigte 

zowel anonimiseert in de zin dat je als individu helemaal op kan gaan in de menigte of dat de menigte 

individualiseert. In dat geval voelt het individuele publiekslid zich gescheiden van de menigte. Het 

individu kan helemaal in zijn eigen wereld opgaan en zijn eigen individuele pad door de menigte 

volgen. Deze relaties tussen menigte en individu zijn ook terug te vinden in elektronische dans clips. 

Andere clips lijken helemaal geen individuele of groepsidentiteit te construeren. In deze clips treedt de 

muziek soms naar de achtergrond; in plaats daarvan nemen andere geluiden (dialoog, 

omgevingsgeluiden) een centrale plek in en wordt er afgeweken van het traditionele format van de 

videoclip waarin de muziek het beeld stuurt. Deze relatie tussen beeld en geluid weerspiegelt de plek 

die jeugdcultuur vandaag de dag inneemt in onze stedelijke omgeving. In de jaren vijftig en zestig was 

jeugdcultuur een luide aanwezigheid. Jongeren verstoorde de publieke orde door hun gedrag, kleding 

en harde muziek. Vandaag de dag domineert jeugdcultuur onze stedelijke omgeving. Overal hoor je 

popmuziek, iedereen ziet er jeugdig uit en ‘jeugd’ is veelvuldig aanwezig in de visuele cultuur van 

billboards, flyers, computerspelletjes, film en televisie. Jeugdcultuur is zo alomtegenwoordig dat het 

nauwelijks meer opvalt. Slechts op bepaalde momenten treedt jeugdcultuur als een opvallend element 

op de voorgrond. In sommige elektronische dans clips neemt popmuziek en daardoor ook de 

jeugdcultuur die ermee verbonden is, eenzelfde plek in: het verschuift voortdurend tussen voor- en 

achtergrond. Dit fenomeen noem ik ambient youth omdat het op hetzelfde mechanisme is gestoeld als 

ambient muziek: omgevingsmuziek die als doel heeft de omgeving te beïnvloeden en die met 

verschillende maten van aandacht beluisterd kan worden en daardoor voortdurend verschuift van voor- 

naar achtergrond. Hoewel dit mechanisme van ambient youth terug te vinden is in alle jeugdculturen is 

het met name de onzichtbare figuur van de DJ die het makkelijkst het principe van ambient youth

produceert.

Dit onderzoek heeft onderzocht op welke manier jeugd geconstrueerd is in videoclips van eind 

jaren negentig. Naast de verschillende temporele dimensies van jeugdcultuur is jeugd benaderd als een 

domein van toegestane performativiteiten. Een opvallend element in jeugdcultuur is het feit dat zij 

zich ontwikkeld hebben tot een transgenerationeel fenomeen. Enerzijds is dit een effect van het feit dat 

bepaalde jeugdculturen al lang bestaan, anderzijds hebben jeugdculturen—tienerpop uitgezonderd—

altijd al een bepaalde autoriteit geclaimd die pretendeerde een serieuze, ‘volwassen’ alternatief te 

bieden voor de volwassen cultuur. Voor pop artiesten is ‘jeugd’ een carrière geworden. Als zij een 

lange succesvolle carrière ambiëren dan moeten ze ‘jong’ blijven door zich tegelijkertijd te affiliëren 

met en afstand te nemen van zowel de identiteit van ‘de tiener’ als van ‘de volwassene’. ‘Jeugd’ 

betekent in dit opzicht eigenlijk dat je niet ‘gevangen’ bent in leeftijd.     
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