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Presentation of the monograph, 'Rock is dead? Long live
to sociology of rock!’

Coordinated by

Ferndn del Val
UNED

Cristian Martin Pérez Colman
UNIVERSIDAD ALFONSO X EL SABIO

In their latest live album, En el Fillmore (2023), the rock group Los Deltonos, originally
from Cantabria and with a long career in Spanish rock, full of ups and downs, conflicts
with record companies, expulsion of members and some doses of rock authenticity,
throw a question into the air to their followers: Has rock died? A sparse chorus of deep
voices answers without much enthusiasm: No!

The topic of the death of rock, raised on numerous occasions throughout the 20th
century, has become difficult to refute at this point in the 21st century: other musical
genres, such as electronic music, reggaeton, trap or pop, that metagenre that assimilates
any musical expression, are at the top of sales, listening, viewing charts, etc. It turns out
that, as the sociologist Andy Bennet (2013) observed, Western societies are increasingly
older, and musical tastes that originate in adolescence and youth are maintained
throughout the life of many fans. Subcultural styles, participation in music scenes
and attendance at concerts and festivals are still common practices for people over
forty years of age. The most important popular music festivals are still headed by rock
groups, and survivors of the 1960s are a sought-after item (Cruz, 2023), although
the most current bands lack that prestige. Therefore, although rock is in the grave, it
continues to provide huge economic benefits and continues to be part of the daily
soundtrack of millions of people.
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But as Simon Frith points out in the text he contributes to this dossier, popular music,
throughout the 20th century, spoke about present and future, or at least imagined
possible futures. However, as Simon Reynolds (2012) pointed out some time ago, rock
has been immersed for thirty years in nostalgic and “retromaniac” loops, revivals
and stylistic exercises, brilliantly executed by young and not so young people. Now
this look towards the future would be intertwined with other genres such as drill or
trap, embracing autotune and the creative freedom provided by the new technologies
(Mackintosh, (2022)).

SOCIOLOGY AND ROCK (A MARRIAGE THAT HAS NOT LOST ALL ITS FIRE)
This monograph on sociology and rock aims to delve into an area of sociology that
has barely had any impact in the Spanish academy. To this end, this dossier includes
works by authors that we consider to be of great relevance within the sociological
field of the study of rock, as well as new authors who are currently working, from the
social sciences, on some of the different dimensions of this genre.

It seems strange that a branch of study, associated with one of the most important
and outstanding sociological phenomena of the last century, has been left in a sort
of oblivion and masking in the Spanish academy. Although perhaps we should start
from a broader fact: the sociology of culture, which we could understand as the area
in which the study of rock could have its welcome, is a minor branch within Spanish
sociology, and although in recent years it has had a certain upturn, it has been far
from the importance of other disciplines. Just as rock, as a cultural field, has had
a complex establishment in Spanish culture, the sociology of rock has entered the
Spanish academy late (from the turn of the century), when the effervescence of the
phenomenon was far away.!

The sociology of rock was initially the logical development of the study of a multiple
field that concerned musical production in the context of the recording industry of
the second half of the 20th century, which linked post-war youth with a new social
and cultural paradigm based on the rejection of the adult world and the experience of
a hedonism founded on leisure, which was justified by an ideology of authenticity that
recovered the romantic tradition of art, etc. At the end of the seventies and beginning
of the eighties, Simon Frith justified the need for a sociological analysis of rock by
postulating this musical field as a form of mass communication. The Frankfurt School,
the emerging cultural studies, the sociology of education or the sociology of youth
served as academic perspectives for this British sociologist.

1 With the right amount of egocentrism, the authors of the dossier consider that some of our works
would represent that small share of attention paid to rock in Spanish sociology. See Pérez Colman
& Val ((2009)), Val, Noya & Pérez Colman (2014), Val (2017) or Pérez Colman (2017). Of course,
the study of rock and popular music in Spain is not limited to our works, since both musicology
and communication are two fruitful areas (more so than sociology) in the study of these genres.

An updated state of the art can be found in Piquer (2020).
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Itis evident, however, that rock has not been an exclusive object of study of sociology. If
Frith’s work laid the groundwork for its academic study, the appearance in the eighties
of the popular music studies, linked to the IASPM (International Association for the
Study of Popular Music), placed the study of rock under an amalgam of perspectives, in
which musicology, communication, cultural studies and, to a lesser extent, sociology,
discussed the validity of this genre and its consumption. The consolidation of popular
music studies and cultural studies as academic degrees meant that sociology gradually
gave way in its study.

How did this situation come about? It must be remembered that, originally, musicology
was dedicated to the study and analysis in a general sense of Western music of cultured
and artistic tradition, which we usually informally call classical music. The rest of
musical manifestations remained outside the musicological academy. On the one
hand, the various traditional and artistic kinds of music of the rest of the non-Western
world were addressed by ethnomusicology, while folklore was concerned with rural
music of the Western oral tradition. On the other hand, however, the emerging field
of urban popular music in the first half of the 20th century, dismissed by musicology
because it found little musical value in it with respect to the canonical tradition, and
removed from folklore or the anthropology of music because it was understood as a
manifestation of a music genre without connection with the peoples of the world,
was left under the protection of sociological concern. It seemed that these new music
genres only had value as a manifestation of the new mass society. Theodor Adorno was
the most notable case, although not without controversy, of the sociological concern
for the new recorded popular music genres. In him, we find a clear identification of
the new music genres with the mass society and the capitalist exploitation of music.
For Adorno, popular music is a manipulative creation whose purpose is to adapt the
working masses to a conformist ideology lacking critical vision (or hearing) with regard
to the system in which they find themselves.

When rock music emerged and had an incredible global impact, this division of
the study and analysis of the worlds of music was still operating in the academy:
musicology and canonical tradition, folklore and oral tradition, ethnomusicology
and world music, sociology and urban popular music. The difference, however, this
time, was that, instead of criticizing the manipulation of the masses, the analysis
of the different sociological dimensions of rock suggested not a manipulation but a
liberation of the masses, whose fundamental subject, moreover, was identified with
the new post-war youth.

Rock music initially celebrated youth as a group in itself, as Deena Weinstein (1991)
pointed out. Remember the image of American teenagers transformed into a consumer
group. Then, in the sixties, rock began to celebrate youth not only as a group in itself,
but as a group for itself. Consider the social and cultural changes experienced in
that decade. From the late seventies onwards, rock began to celebrate a certain idea
of youth, youth as a floating signifier, freed from any precise link to a particular age
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group. According to Weinstein, in this context, the problem of the sociology of rock
could have been the lack of theoretical cohesion.

Even so, contributions to the study of rock from sociological knowledge have been key
to its development. The works of Richard A. Peterson on the origin of rock ((1990)) or
on the cycles of the popular music industry (1975), in which he applied the sociology of
organizations to the study of the central institutions of popular music (music industry,
media, copyright societies) showed how the development of rock could be explained
beyond creativity or the idea of artistic genius. Motti Regev, who also participates in
the special issue, applied the advances of Bourdieu’s sociology of culture to show how,
based on the work of music criticism, rock has emerged as an artistic form (Regev,
1994). Regev’s work, specifically in “Ethno-National Pop-Rock Music: Aesthetic
Cosmopolitanism Made from Within” (2007) and “Pop-Rock Music as Expressive
Isomorphism: Blurring the National, the Exotic, and the Cosmopolitanism in Popular
Music” (2007), is especially relevant from the Spanish perspective, since his view of rock
is constructed from Israel, not from the Anglophone world, with special attention to
rockin Latin America and Spain. This has allowed him to introduce a nuance that the
Anglophone academy had not analysed: how rock is globalized and adapted to each
culture through the concept of aesthetic cosmopolitanism. Problematizing the ideas
of rock as an example of imperialist globalization, Regev explains how this genre has
been linked to its own cultural patterns, hybridizing with sounds, music, languages
and native accents. The one-offs of sociology and rock have also been notable, and
partly a constant, as was the case of H. Stitch Bennet and On becoming a Rock Musician
(1980), a notable ethnographic work on the experience of being a rock musician, or
Peter Wicke and his Rock Music. Culture, Aesthetics and Sociology ((1990)), one of the
first attempts to summarize the study and analysis of rock.

Another important contribution to this line of studies, in a sociological, rock and,
finally, Spanish-speaking key, are the works that have addressed the study of rock in
Argentina. The peculiarities of the so-called national rock, especially from the eighties
onwards, when the Falklands War led the military juntas to ban music in English on
the radio, encouraged the production of their own music, while rock concerts became
spaces of symbolic resistance to the dictatorship and the war. In the mid-eighties,
Pablo Vila (1985) was already analysing this political dimension of national rock,
some of whose ideas are also present in the works of Pablo Alabarces (1992), and thus
began a line of work that is continuing today with researchers who are delving into
rock music production since the seventies (Delgado, 2017; Sanchez Trolliet, (2022)).
Scenes such as metal are also being analysed by researchers such as Manuela Belén
Calvo (2021), with whom we feature in this dossier, and who also pays attention to
gender and identity studies.

Despite these contributions, the limitations of the sociology of rock in its study are clear,
and they are nonetheless the limitations that the sociology of music and the sociology
of culture show, thatis, those of a fertile field in adapting theoretical innovations that
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arise in other fields of sociological knowledge, but with little theoretical contribution
of its own to the study of its object. Simon Frith successfully applied the advances of the
sociology of education and showed the importance of art schools in the configuration of
arockbohemianism in the United Kingdom in the sixties. He also collected the vigour
of cultural studies (see, for example, Hall & Jefferson, 1976, or Hebdige, 2004) to explain
the connections between youth, music and style in the identity constructions of youth.
Peterson introduced organizational analysis to analyse the role of institutions in the
development of musical genres. Regev turned to Bourdean knowledge, perhaps the
most culturally linked of those discussed here, as well as to the theories of globalization
and cosmopolitanism. But we do not find in these authors a conceptualization of their
own, which in turn has inspired other sociological knowledge.

We can introduce two caveats here. One would be the concept of authenticity, which
Frith develops, applied to rock, in his first works, and which has generated an extensive
bibliography. Frith demonstrates with this concept that rock constructs a discourse
that is still current on the role of culture as resistance to the commercial dynamics
of capitalism. Rock would be an element of solidity in the face of the liquidity of
postmodern society and against the cannibalism of the music industry. Debates about
authenticity are classics in art, and their presence in popular cultures is notorious:
football, politics, the media, are spaces in which the authentic (within its various
meanings) is valued. On the other hand, Regev, in “The «Pop-Rockization» of Popular
Music” (2002), raises another element of discussion: that of the pop-rockization effect
of popular music. Regev suggests that the ways of composing, creating, disseminating
and consuming music that developed from rock have spread to various musical genres.
Thus, current genres that challenge the authenticity of rock (rap, trap) follow logics
that began to develop in the 1950s in that genre.

CONTENTS OF THE MONOGRAPH

finally, we will present the contents of the special issue, the authors who participate,
some of the contributions in their texts and the interview with the musician and
researcher Santiago Auseron.

We have already commented on the importance of Simon Frith in the development
of the sociology of rock and of music in general. Therefore, it is an honour to have a
text of his in this dossier. In his article “Performing Rites revisited”, Frith presents a
review of his seminal work Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music (1996).2 The
author’s starting point is that, if aesthetic judgements are rooted in a social context,
as he argued in this work, the technological, geographical, social and political changes
that have affected popular music in the last twenty years must have had an impact

2 Perhaps indicative of the weight of rock sociology in each country, perhaps pure coincidence,
this book by Frith was translated into Spanish and published in Argentina by Paidés in 2014 but
has never been published in Spain.
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on these judgements and on the way they are constructed. For example, the forms
of consumption have become individualized. We no longer listen to music that we
don’t want to listen to, Frith tells us. In the era of scarcity, before digital developments,
records were bought blindly, perhaps only guided by a single, and, to listen to that
single, you had to listen to the radio, which played songs that you might not like, but
which you ended up memorizing, waiting for your particular hit to play. Something
similar happened with music video programmes. Streaming platforms, YouTube,
MP3..., the logic of abundance, allow us to listen to what we want when we want, but
tastes are built in a less collective way, sharing and knowing less about what others
listen to in their own bubbles.

At the same time, the text also serves to point out some gaps in academic approaches
to popular music. One of these gaps would be what Frith defines as the “inability” of
academics to listen to music and pay attention to sounds. The approach to music is left
in the background, while contexts and meanings are unravelled. What Frith proposes
is to develop a musical sociology, rather than a sociology of music (Val, (2022)). This
would imply that researchers begin to pay attention to listeners: pay attention to
the ways of listening, to the uses of music, to their judgments and opinions, leaving
aside the intentions (distinctions) that sociology usually circumscribes to the acts of
listening. And if we begin to pay attention to listening, we should also pay attention,
says Frith, to dancing. Dancing and listening to music are linked activities, although
they are not analysed as such. As we will see later, Amparo Lasén’s text, based precisely
on some classic texts by Frith, rethinks these questions.

Finally, we would like to remember this phrase from the text: “If I had to rewrite
Performing Rites now, I would be less interested in how musicians become stars than
in how musicians give meaning to their lives when they do not become stars”, that s,
to build a less rockist sociology, less focused on musicians, sales and record companies,
and more focused on music as a generator of meaning and social relations.

We also highlight the collaboration of the Israeli sociologist Motti Regev. Unlike Frith,
who has been translated in some cases, there were no publications by Regev in Spanish
until now. His work takes up sociological analysis and focuses on the analysis of the
artistic dimensions and the impact that rock has had as a global language on the rest
of the world’s music scenes. He has written a number of articles and summarized
much of his ideas in Pop-rock Music. Aesthetic Cosmopolitanism in Late Modernity (2013).

In the article we share here, Regev reflects on how the experience of rock has helped
to establish a form of globalized and shared bodily knowledge, a kind of cosmopolitan
habitus. This embodied, bodily and sonorous knowledge is evidence not only of the
aesthetic cosmopolitanism in which we sociologically inhabit, but of the rockized form
in which various citizens of the world currently share an appreciative capital, a habitus
equipped with the cultural knowledge that allows the immediate, spontaneous and
intuitive deciphering of musical sounds typical of pop-rock, whether local, indigenous
or Anglo-American.
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In short, Regev, when referring ultimately to pop-rockization, goes beyond rock as a
genre and speaks to us of pop-rock as a global situation of contemporary music that
has been built on the foundations of North American urban popular music since
the midtwentieth century. All subsequent developments, rock, hard rock, reggae,
hip-hop, punk or disco, to mention a few, would emerge from the same matrix of
international musical and cultural interaction; always under the waning Anglophone
gaze, waning not as a definitive retreat, but as leaving space for new sounds and forms
of body knowledge. Rock, in Regev’s sociology then, would be the starting style or
genre, the origin of a new popular music and the beginning of a path of unstoppable
cosmopolitanization.

Manuela Calvo, an Argentine researcher focused on metal studies and doctor in
communication, represents the academic cosmopolitanism that is in some way
homologous, in the Bourdesian sense, to the aesthetic cosmopolitanism of pop-rock
mentioned by Motti Regev. Coming from the margins of the musical and academic
periphery, her work brings us closer to gender studies, with attention focused on the
discursive formation of metal authenticity in the Argentine case.

In her article, entitled “Metal in Argentina: spatio-temporal disputes of a musical scene”,
Calvo reflects on the academic situation of the study of musical scenes in light of the
results of her ethnographic work. The author focuses on how there are global patterns
in the construction of musical scenes —in her case, metal— following the lead of
Regev or Peterson, while the Argentine case presents certain characteristics of its own,
due to its location in the global south and on the linguistic periphery, as well as the
unequal situation found in the various local scenes. At the same time, she points out
the elements that constitute the legitimizing discourses of authentic Argentine metal.

Through her ethnographic work, Calvo identifies the way in which the masculinization
of metal has implied, in the discourses of authenticity, the denial or denigration of the
feminine dimensions of rock, helping to replicate and maintain in the Argentine musical
field the distinctions that Simon Frith and Angela McRobbie ((1990) in bibliography,
original from 1978) identified early on in the Anglo-Saxon field.

Candy Leonard is an American sociologist who has researched and analysed the effect
that the Beatles’ music, listening to it, as well as their communal activity through
fandom has had on the baby boomer generation. We can situate her work within the
Beatles studies, another of the emerging branches and subdisciplines within the field
of rock studies that has had a broad development in recent decades.

In the work presented here, Leonard, taking up her research Beatleness: how the Beatles
and their fans remade the world (2014), shows us how the boomer experience of growing
up with the Beatles is deeply embedded in their consciousness, both as a lifelong
resource for resilience and for their well-being. As she points out, this generation’s
deep commitment to music and musical fandom are resources that can be harnessed
not only by the fans themselves, but also by families or health professionals to extend
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life expectancy, mitigate loneliness, maximize engagement and improve the quality
of life of this first generation of old fans, and, given how generational barriers cross
over, of the next generations as well.

The Beatles have always been first in their field, and, in this way, Leonard’s work,
in the logic of aesthetic cosmopolitanism, helps us to understand and foresee the
possible paths that the fan experience, audience aging and even the future of the
world’s health systems, taking into account the cognitive deterioration that comes
with old age, may take.

As we pointed out earlier, Amparo Lasén’s text seems to dialogue, to a certain extent,
with some of the criticisms that Frith develops around the sociologies of music. Lasén,
a professor of sociology at the Complutense University of Madrid, has developed an
extensive career as a professor and researcher in France, Spain and the United Kingdom,
countries where she has analysed contemporary cultural and visual dynamics until
becoming a pioneer in the study of techno in Spain (Lasén & Martinez de Albéniz, 2001).

In her article, the author tries to turn around some gender readings around rock as a
sexist genre, and the concept of cock rock, precisely coined by Frith and McRobbie in
the seventies to account for certain masculinities that are woven around rock. The idea
of analysing rock from the point of view of fans brings sociology closer to audiences
and leaves aside a certain fixation with musicians and journalists, understanding
music as an element that allows for the construction of identities, not so much as a
reflection of them.

And focusing on dance, on its disruptive potential, on the practices of the subjects,
allows us to rethink some previous notions about rock and masculinity. Without
denying the sexist component of this genre, some men can rethink gender mandates
and construct different, strange, uncomfortable masculinities. In fact, the referents of
Anglo-Saxon cock rock (Robert Plant, Mick Jagger) are not examples of a hegemonic
masculinity. The rocker does not dance, or dances badly, something that is not hard
to admit because, within masculinity, dancing badly is not something to be ashamed
of. On the other hand, some types of dance, such as pogo, are accepted and shared as a
manifestation of energy and the rock community.

This monograph closes with an interview with Santiago Auserdn, also known as Juan
Perro. Just for the role played as a founding member of Radio Futura, this Spanish
musician would already be worth a prominent place in the history of popular urban
music. However, Auserén has a history before and after Radio Futura, which makes
him one of the most interesting central figures of Hispanic American sound culture. A
philosopher by training, including a PhD at the Complutense University, Auseron put
on the boots of Juan Perro, “a kind of bluesman sonero troubadour”, and set off on a
transatlantic adventure back and forth that has not yet ended.

In this interview, among other topics, Auseron reviews the emergence of rock, that
“kind of collusion between poetic need and the ability to reach many people”. He
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points out the radical paradox of rock or tension —as he himself calls it— of being
initially an experimental and at the same time multitudinous artistic form in which
“artistic experimentation, which was previously only in the hands of the poetic or
plastic avantgardes, suddenly comes to be in the hands of children of the working
class”. Auseron blows up some assumptions of canonical sociology of art (such as
Bourdieusian): being artistic and popular go hand in hand, as does the industry when
it pays attention to the creative whims of kids.

Another moment worth highlighting in the interview occurs when he talks about
musical globalization and makes his position clear: “What we are proposing is to
defend a criterion of foreignness internalized in the soul”. In his own way, he agrees
with the general postulates of aesthetic cosmopolitanism about which Motti Regev
talks. In any case, and this is the important thing, it is about the native vision, the emic
vision of rock and its syncretic and hybrid vocation, especially when it leaves the USA
(although Auseron also points out that the USA music itself is just a hybridization that
takes African elements but displaces them or takes them a step beyond their original
form). Along these lines, he affirms that “we are involved in a millennial process of
miscegenation whose trace can be described rhythmically, that is, in the ternary
rhythms that Spain exports to the entire American continent, Central America and
the Southern Cone, in which ternary rhythms predominate, the little waltzes, which
were played in Spain from the Golden Age onwards”.

Auseron is also going to talk about another of his compositional efforts: using Spanish
and applying its metrics and accents to the thyme of popular music. The counterpart to
the native language is also not lost on comment: rock was born in a foreign language,
and its original charm lies in its sonority. The “rhythmic, vibrant, contagious, electric,
foreign sound allowed us to be infected by a music whose lyrics we did not understand,
and we did not care”. Auseron lays bare that often hidden pleasure of the weight of
sound in the initial attraction of rock for non-English speakers —here Mafalda’s joke
plays in its splendour, that nobody knows what woof means, but half the world like
dogs.

A last great moment that we are going to mention here from the interview occurs
when Auseron, speaking about Radio Futura, alludes to one of the most important
keys to its success: work. “Radio Futura’s success consisted in going from ignorance of
the musical profession to good professionalism on stage”, he says, putting work above
genius.
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ABSTRACT

Performing Rites. On the Value of Popular Music was published 25 years ago. The aim of the book was to address issues of musical
value and to show that arguments about music as good or bad were as vital for popular music culture as for high art. In this paper
| consider the changes in popular music practices and studies in the last quarter of a century and reflect on the effects of these
changes on value discourse. The changes that interest me are the digital transformation of musical communication, leading to new
ways of making, listening to and sharing music; the demographic forces that have reshaped both the geography and the ecology of the
music market; and the emergence of electronic dance music in a new economy of ‘live’ music. What does it mean for a sociological
approach to aesthetics that people no longer have to listen to music they don't like? That a once taken-for-granted apparatus of
music authority (music radio and the music press) has been undermined by algorithms? That dancing is such important a way of
listening? What is a ‘musician’in the digital age? In addressing these questions, | acknowledge too that just as popular music makers
and listeners are constructed as such by historical and discursive possibilities, so are popular music scholars. We are free to study
what and how we like but only in the circumstances in which we find ourselves. How have these circumstances changed since 19967.

Keywords: value, popular music, listening, dancing, streaming, choice.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper was originally written as the introductory
keynote for the 17th IASPM Conference, which was
held in Gijon June 2013. I was pleased to be asked to
give this lecture because l owed my career to IASPM,
awonderfully supportive and challenging organisa-
tion for those of us who were originally interested in
establishing popular music as an academic field of
study, and I was particularly grateful for the invite
because I was by then coming to the end of my career:
Iretired from fulltime teaching that August and this
was my last IASPM event. But I was also surprised.
I rarely go to see old bands play their old hits and I
don’t think the future of popular music studies will
be found in celebrations of what we once thought
it might be. The value of popular music lies in the
way it reflects on the present and suggests a future

not in its ability to make us feel good about the past.
And what goes for old rockers rehearsing old songs
goes for old academics rehearsing old arguments.
I found it particularly surprising that I, a founder
member of IASPM, should be asked to introduce a
conference organised around the theme of “chal-
lenging orthodoxies”.

After some thought I decided that the best way I could
approach my task was via my 1996 book Performing
Rites. The aims of Performing Rites were to show,
first, that a sociologist could address issues of musical
value thought to be the preserve of philosophers and
concerning primarily classical music and, second,
that such issues were essential to the ways in which
popular music worked. My starting point was that
arguments about music as good or bad, right or wrong,
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constantly engage popular musicians and listeners;
they are central to all cultural life and not just for the
high art world bourgeoisie. I also wanted to chal-
lenge a then dominant strand of cultural studies that
saw no place for value judgements in the classroom.

My approach was rooted in Marxist sociology. Put
simply, I believed that people—musicians, fans—were
free to make their own musical judgements and
choices for their own individual reasons, but that
such judgements and choices were always made in
historical circumstances not of their own choosing:
material circumstances (the effects of technology,
commerce, education, and institutional power of vari-
ous sorts) and discursive circumstances (how musical
choices and values are expressed and understood).
I argued that aesthetic judgements are, necessarily,
social constructs. They are determined even in the
most individual circumstances by what is possible,
what is imaginable and what is explicable.

The first point to make in this essay, then, is that mate-
rial and discursive circumstances have changed since
1996 and the social construction of value judgements
in popular music must therefore be re-examined.
The drivers of cultural change remain technology,
demography and ideology and the last twenty-five
years of popular music history have been shaped by
the rise to dominance of digital means of making,
storing and listening to music, by the continuing
effects of ageing and generational change, and by
the latest manifestations of globalisation, the move-
ment of people, goods and ideas across cultural and
geographical borders. Such historical forces have
driven--but also been themselves driven by—the
emergence of new social and political mores.

The effects of these developments have, of course,
been addressed by popular music scholars and it is
not my concern here to summarise or critique their
work. My interest is narrower: what are implications
of recent popular music history for my arguments
about value and discourse in Performing Rites? And
an added complication here is that it is not only
popular music culture that has changed since 1996;
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so has the academy. If music makers and listeners
are constructed as such by historical circumstance
and discursive possibilities, so are music scholars.
We may be free to study what and how we like but
only in the circumstances in which we find our-
selves, material and institutional, intellectual and
conceptual. Popular Music Studies, that is to say, is
a socially constructed academic enterprise, in terms
of both what is studied and how research questions
are conceived. If popular music can be defined,
loosely, as the music people like, the question is
which people? And there can be no doubt that in
the academic development of popular music studies
some people have been regarded as more significant
than others (punks, for example, more significant
than people who make or enjoy musicals) or that our
sense of which people matter has changed over time,
in response to the political challenges of feminist
sociology and black cultural studies, for example.

Some of the constraints on our work as popular music
scholars have always been acknowledged: academic
conditions of employment and teaching, the effects
of disciplinary territorialism and status hierarchies,
the politics of research funding. IASPM was founded
in response to such institutional indifference or
hostility. But academic interests are also shaped by
scholars’ experiences outside the academy, by fam-
ily life, by ageing and increased economic security.
Time passing has its own effects on the accumula-
tion of knowledge; digital technology has changed
how music is studied as much as it has changed how
music is made. One problem today, for example, is
knowledge overload. When I was writing Performing
Rites I was reasonably confident that I had read all
the relevant academic writing on popular music in
English and knew about the most significant work
in other languages. By the time the book came out
I had to accept that I could now hope to read only
a small selection of the available scholarly work.
Popular Music Studies was being developed by ever
more scholars in ever more countries in ever more
disciplines. Add to this the dialectic of academic gen-
erations, each new group of scholars arguing against
their elders, and the effects of academic fashion.
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Over the years key names (Adorno, Attali, Becker,
Bourdieu ...) have recurred in and then vanished from
IASPM conference debates, while once dominant
concepts (‘subcultures’, say) have been replaced by
new intellectual concerns (‘identity’, for example).

I can illustrate the interplay of changes in personal
and professional circumstances with my own expe-
rience. When I wrote Performing Rites (which was
based on a seminar programme for postgraduates), I
taughtin a media studies centre, I was a working rock
critic, formed by UK/US discourse, and I was an active
member of the European IASPM discussion network.
Ten years later I was teaching in a traditional music
department and had music colleagues and students,
which meant engaging not just with musicology but
also with the psychology and physiology of music,
topics oddly absent from popular music studies. I
had to all intents and purposes stopped being a rock
critic (though I still chaired the judges of the Mercury
Music Prize) and my research now focused on live
rather than recorded music. For family reasons I'd
mostly stopped travelling internationally; I spent
much more time with musicians than journalists,
and my postgraduate students had very different
concerns than the students I'd taught in the first
decades of my career.

If the questions that interest me now are not the
same as they were when I wrote Performing Rites
this is an effect of how I’ve changed as well as how
popular music culture has developed. From my cur-
rent perspective, it seems clear that popular music
scholarship (and IASPM in particular) was initially
a response to the emergence of a particular form of
music-making, rock, which was defined by three
sociological factors: the dominance of the music
business by record publishing companies, the domi-
nance of music making and listening by young people
and the dominance of critical discourse by romantic
ideas about authenticity. My first academic book, The
Sociology of Rock, published in 1978, was certainly
shaped by these factors and, in particular, by a need
to theorise rock’s sociological differences from low/
pop music, on the one hand, and high/classical music
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on the other. These concerns informed Performing
Rites too.

Which is one reason why the book now seems dated.
Rock is still a significant form of popular music but
it is no longer the fulcrum of either a commercial
or a cultural ecology. Musical access, for example,
is now monopolised by streaming companies such
as Spotify, Apple Music and YouTube rather than by
record shops or broadcast music radio. By the begin-
ning of the 2020s the corporate music industry might
have recovered from the turn-of-the-century decline
in record sales—it was certainly more profitable than
ever--but this was because it had successfully adapted
to the new commerce of digital streaming. Record
companies have also had to adapt to the rise of global
live music corporations such as Live Nation and to
the remarkable growth of the festival economy. What
was once young people’s music is now played by he-
ritage acts and tribute bands while the most popular
live music of the new millennium, electronic dance
music, has a very different aesthetic than either the
indie club or the stadium rock concert.!

How have such changes affected value discourses in
popular music? In the rest of this essay I will address
this question under three headings: musical choices,
ways of listening and musicianship.

MUSICAL CHOICES

The English poet Lavinia Greenlaw remembers teen-
age life in 1970s Essex in these words:

Waiting to her a song was like waiting for a bus
to arrive in that village. I would stand on the
side of the road an hour after the bus was due,
unable to accept that it wasn’t about to turn up,
sure that as soon as I got home and closed the
door it would. While waiting to hear what I liked

on the radio, I had to listen to hours of other

1 For an overview of the changes in the political economy
of music in the UK between 1950 and 2015 see Frith et al
2013,2019 and 2021.



Performing Rites revisited

music, but then something else might catch my
attention. I’d be excited by one song only to be
distracted by another. Songs found me and made
sure I kept coming across them until one day they
were in my head and I wanted to hear them. I
missed something I had not possessed. What
more delicate form of seduction could there be
(Greenlaw 2021: 57)?

One of the most significant effects of the digital
revolution is that teenagers no longer have to listen
to music they don’t like. Until 2016 I did. Every
year, as chair of the judges of the Mercury Music
Prize, I got sent around 250 CDs that I had to listen
to over about six weeks. But this was an increa-
singly uncommon experience and one of the marked
changes in how the Mercury Prize works in marketing
terms is that whereas in 1993 people would take a
chance on a shortlisted album and its sales would
rise significantly, now people sample a track or two
on Spotify and the effect on sales is much smaller.
This is worth noting because historically, as Lavinia
Greenlaw remembers, an important part of popular
music culture was listening to things we didn’t like,
given the organisation of radio and TV program-
ming, the limited number of domestic music outlets
and the conservatism of school music lessons. The
gamble of buying an album (once they ceased to be
hit compilations) was that one spent one’s money
without having heard most of it. The major effect of
digital technology on music consumption, in short,
has been to change the nature of consumer choice.

When I was growing up the problem was not just
choosing music one liked from what was there but
also trying to find out what was not there. Hunt-
ing for records and collecting dance floor rarities
were a necessary for popular music fandom, as was
expressing a view on what was there, like it or not.
Now, by contrast, I don’t have to have a view of, say,
Ed Sheeran or even Beyoncé because I don’t have to
listen to them. If we once heard music we liked in an
unfriendly context (light entertainment programmes
on the radio, for example), now the music we like
is the context for everything else we hear. This is
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one reason, I think, that many people over the age
of 40 think that music is less important to young
people these days, though the point here is, rather,
that it is important in a different way. Introducing
his campaign to ensure that everyone involved in
making a record is properly rewarded in the digital
music economy, Abba’s Bjorn Ulvaeus explained to
the BBC’s Mark Savage that (September 22, 2021) that

We want to get back to that experience we had
when we opened a double-sleeved LP and listened
to the songs while reading the liner notes, I think
that’s a very valuable experience that young

listeners today are missing.?

He doesn’t explain, however, why this is such a valua-
ble experience.

It could certainly be said that if people no longer
need to justify their listening choices (because they
no longer need to argue about them) then there
is no pressing reason to be an ‘informed’ listener.
Hence the declining demand for critics, for a critical
authority, as indicated by the attrition of the music
press. The question is now is not how do people
talk about music but whether they talk about it at
all. Historically the listener was hailed publicly, as
it were, by journalists, broadcasters and the noise
of record sales departments; this was how music
marketing worked. Can such auddience building
work be done by algorithms? How are taste publics
now constructed?

On the same day that the BBC was reporting Bjorn
Ulvaeus’s nostalgia for sleeve notes, the Guardian
drew attention to a research paper published in Pro-
ceedings of the Royal Society which suggested that
a mathematical model describing the spread of a
disease through the population performed just as
well when describing song download trends.

Dora Rosati, lead author of the study and former
graduate in maths and statistics at McMaster Uni-

2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-58643787



24 — DEBATS - Annual Review, 9 - 2024

versity in Ontario, Canada along with colleagues,
wondered whether they could learn anything about
how songs become popular using mathematical tools
that are more usually applied to study the spread of
infectious diseases.

The team turned to a database of almost 1.4bn indi-
vidual song downloads from the now-discontinued
music streaming service MixRadio. Focusing on the
top 1,000 songs downloaded in the UK between 2007
and 2014, they measured how well a standard model
of epidemic disease, called the SIR model, fitted
trends in song downloads over time.

Rosati said: «It implies that a lot of the social pro-
cesses that drive the spread of disease, or analogues
of those processes, might also be driving the spread
of songs.» More specifically, it supports the idea that
both music and infectious diseases depend on social
connections to spread through populations.

«With a disease, if you come into contact with some-
one whoisill, then you have a certain chance of catch-
ing that disease. With songs, it looks very similar. The
big difference is that for songs, it doesn’t necessarily
have to be physical contact - it could be that my
friend used this cool new song in their Instagram
story, so now I'm going to go and find it.»?

Popular music scholars have traditionally seen them-
selves as fans, as collectors, accumulating the listen-
ing knowledge that gives them the authority to act
as implicit promoters or curators. Is this claim still
feasible in the digital listening world? Maybe our
role now is to be unlike everyday listeners, whether as
historians, archivists and custodians of a past in which
no-one else has much interest or through our obliga-
tion to unpopular music, to music that no-one listens
to. The first task means becoming expert in musical
memory, making critical studies of the heritage and
nostalgia industries, and concerning ourselves with

3 https://www.theguardian.com/science/2021/sep/22/
mathematicians-discover-music-really-can-be-infectious-
like-a-virus
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the preservation and archiving of popular music’s
material objects and their traces. The second task s
to make the unheard heard at a time when people
can choose to listen to whatsoever they like.

A question remains, though: what kind of authority
can popular music academics claim in the digital
age? Why should anyone out there take any interest
at all in what we say? Early rock academics like me
tended to think of themselves as critics, although,
on the whole, scholars don’t make particularly good
critics. They are rarely concerned about what listen-
ers actually hear.

Many years ago I went to a meeting of the then IASPM
executive in Philip Tagg’s flat in Gothenburg, The
meeting coincided with the Eurovision Song Contest,
which was being held that year in Sweden. A bright
spark from Swedish radio thought it would be good if
we—as [ASPM—gave our expert view of who should
win after all the performances. When the first act
appeared on Philip’s TV, one executive member, not
from Europe, was so appalled that a debate began
about popular music, commercial exploitation, the
corruption of audiences, etc, a discussion so heated
that when the call came in from Swedish radio we
were unable to make any comment at all because we
hadn’t actually watched any of the acts.

This is an example of popular music academics-as-
critics being less concerned with what is there—the
sounds—than with what isn’t—their meanings.
Music either stands for something else, represents
something, or needs interpreting, means something
which lies behind or beneath or deep within the
actual sounds that meet our ears. The consequence
of this is a kind of research negligence. We still lack
informed understandings of what a listener does and
what listening is. There are useful accounts of the
ideology of listening—the construction of the silent,
attentive, autonomous listener in the nineteenth
century concert hall, for example, but there’s little
evidence that people—even in concert halls—do
listen like this (even if they know how to behave as
if they were). And it’s even more doubtful that this
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public mode of listening is how classical music is
listened to in the home.

The most suggestive account of listening to popular
music I know was written by Franco Fabri, describing
in a published conversation his experience of listen-
ing to an album by the British group, the Shadows.
He describes a state of mind that lies somewhere
between being awake and asleep, a sort of conscious
suspension of controlled thought so that the flow of
the music determines the flow of scraps of imagery,
emotion, memory, feeling.

Sociologists, by contrast, whether Bourdieu writ-
ing about classical audiences in the 1950s or more
recent scholars writing about music festivals in the
2010s, tend to treat music listening as an occasion
for something else: a display of ‘distinction’ or the
expression of ‘identity’. But this is not to answer
the question that interests me: what are listeners
are actually doing as listeners?

WAYS OF LISTENING

In the autumn of 2021 The Guardian ran an interview
with Sir Lucien Grainge, British-born head of the
New York-based global corporation Universal Music.
Grainge explained to the paper why the company’s
owners, the French conglomerate Vivendi, had de-
cided to float Universal as independently stock market
listed. Universal’s performance was booming thanks
to the surge in digital listening. Ten years previously,
when record sales had plunged but streaming was yet
to produce significant income, Universal had made
€4.2bn in revenues and turned a profit of €507m.
The company was now on track to make almost €8bn
in annual revenue and annual profits of potentially
€1.5bn. And, Grainge suggested,

There’s so much more to come, so many opportuni-
ties. The penetration rates of digital services in some

4 See Fabbri and Quinones 2014.
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of the largest countries haven’t yet reached those of
more mature markets, so there’s plenty of headroom
in those key markets. And then when you add fans’
growing listening through voice-controlled speakers,
connected cars, social media, gaming, fitness and so
on, you realise why we believe we’re just at the begin-
ning of a new wave of music consumption. This wave
is taking place on a variety of platforms - some of
which were not even on the radar just a few years ago.

Mark Mulligan, an analyst at Midia Research, con-
firmed that about 10% of the almost $22bn in global
streaming revenues in 2020 came via licensing rev-
enues from listening on platforms such as Facebook,
through smart speakers such as Amazon’s Alexa, in
games such as Fortnite and from the home cycling
business. In his words,

Music is going everywhere. Besides TV shows,
games, advertising, TikTok, Peloton, there’s lots
of growth on Instagram. Streaming was like the
jump-start in the heart of the industry. It got it
going and is keeping the lights on. But it’s notall
of the story anymore. Investors are buying music
catalogues, emerging markets are showing strong
growth. It’s all making the music industry look
interesting for investors. The industry looks like

itis in peak growth.s

It also doesn’t look much like it did in the rock era and
is organised around quite different ways of listening.
This is also apparent in another effect of digital music
making, the commercial success of electronic dance
music. Dancing has, in fact, always been one of the
most important ways of listening to popular music but
has not much interested rock-inflected researchers.
Anthropologists may have long argued that music
and dance cannot be treated as separate activities but
popular music scholars have largely either ignored
dance altogether or associated it with less significant
pop music genres. In practice, however, the history
of popular music can’t be disentangled from the

5  https://www.theguardian.com/music/2021/sep/21/
universal-chief-growth-digital-listening-boom-record-
music-flotation-lucian-grainge
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history of dance, of who dances with whom, where,
when and how.

The post-war evolution of popular music in Britain, for
example, was driven by the needs of dancers: dancing
tojazz in clubslaid the foundations for what became
rock & roll and r’'n’b clubs, blues clubs, discos, and
dance clubs. What was new in the 1950s was not that
young people spent lots of time dancing (they did
that in the 1930s and 1940s, too) but that they now
spent increasing time dancing in venues to which
only young people went. The significance of dance
for youth can clearly be related to courtship and sexu-
ality but dance was also a setting in which listening
happened, in which the meaning/value of music was
related to physical responses and articulations. In the
period 1950-1967 two kinds of ideological struggle
over listening took place in the UK: listening silently
vs listening noisily (an ongoingissue) and listening as
spectacle (watching the band) vs listening as engage-
ment (dancing). Promoters had problems when one
group of people wanted to watch the performers and
another wanted to dance to them. It was difficult to
organise the space so both groups could be satisfied.

Since I wrote Performing Rites the cultural impor-
tance of the dance floor has become more obvious
but we still lack sociological studies of dancing as
listening.¢ How do dancers understand the relative
pleasures of narrative drive and repetition or the way
their attention switches between layers of sound?
How does the ability to hear different sonic patterns
relate to the experience of moving to them? Lavinia
Greenlaw suggests that

Perhaps dancing is the ultimate form of
amplification. You listen to a song and your
body makes it louder. You become louder too,
both more yourself and freed. I've always found

dancing hard to resist and am ashamed of how

6  The pioneering journal, Dancecult, addresses such issues,
and encourages ethnographic study, but its articles often
seem to suggest that what's at stake are meanings rather
than practices. It's as if philosophers are more drawn to
the dance floor than sociologists.
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much [ want to doit. Sometimes I dance because
I am feeling too shy to make conversation. Or
I become overexcited—feeling!—and instantly
try to contain this, Is a good song all it takes for
me to abandon my measured self? Who is this
alarming creature who feels compelled to throw
herself around? I hold her back and try to dance
as casually as those who are jigging on the spot
as they chat (Greenlaw 2021: 58-9).

One of the new terms in the Oxford English Dic-
tionary’s 2013 appendix was «dad dancing», which
it defined as «the kind of dancing done by fathers
at weddings that embarrasses their children» and
the revised 2014 Chambers Dictionary defined as
«dancing with an embarrassing disregard of rhythm
and fashion, considered characteristic of middle-
aged men». Such definitions, like Greenlaw’s self-
reflection, open up all sorts of questions about the
work of dance in the social relations that construct
musical listening. From a rock perspective, an oddity
of dancing is that it is not focused on stardom: on the
dance floor musicis experienced through the bodies
of the dancers not the performers while the work of
the DJ challenges the supposed distinction between
creativity in the studio and creativity on the stage.
The commercial response to the confusions here was
to market ‘super DJs’, embodying a new kind of star
performer, but this only raised further questions: are
dancers listening (or listeners dancing) to the super
DJ, to the music he or she is playing, or to both at
once? Who is the music maker here?

MUSICIANSHIP

In September 2021 the UK’s Intellectual Property
Office published a comprehensive review of “music
creators’ earnings in the digital era”. One of its more
robust findings was that “there is no evidence that
there was ever a time when recorded music was the
basis of substantial income for large numbers of
musicians, even when total revenues were higher
.. (Hesmondhalgh et al 2021: 18). Most musicians
make a living not from royalties, record sales or license
fees but from selling their services. For them music
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is a craft not a commodity. This was true when the
record publishing industry dominated the music
business in the 1950s-1990s and it is true now, when
it doesn’t. What are the implications?

First, this is to challenge to the dominant academic
treatment of musicians in terms of their creative self-
expression (the romantic notion that underpinned
rock discourse) and to suggest that we should un-
derstand musicians as workers not artists, as people
who make music not for themselves but for other
people, for social occasions, needs and purposes. The
issue here is not art vs commerce but what counts as
excellence in craft skills and techniques and who is
best judge of this.

Second, music making is a collective process. ‘Crea-
tivity’ involves collaborative hierarchies among a
variety of musical workers: not just the performers,
instrumentalists and singers but also the people who
make the performance possible. And such hierarchies
change according to circumstance. The sociology of
music can, in this respect, be related to the socio-
logy of science. Think, for example, of the effects
on music making of changes in the technological
conditions of musical production. The history of
popular musicians is necessarily also the history of
musical instruments, of recording studios and on-
stage amplification.

Third, to think of music as craft not commodity is to
challenge accepted academic definitions of ‘popular
music’. It could certainly be argued, for example, that
jazz has been rather more significant for the story
of popular music than rock, though one wouldn’t
know this from IASPM events, and while we’ve tended
(because of the origins of IASPM) to define popular
music against high music, from a craft perspective
the terms of this contrast don’t really work. Classical
musicians are craftspeople too; they also provide mu-
sical services. Classical concerts, like rock concerts, are
social events serving social purposes. Indeed, many
working musicians deploy their technical skills in a
great variety of music settings and certainly across
the high/low divide.
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Rereading Performing Rites 1 realise that many of
the issues with which I was concerned had more
to do with star making than music making and it is
notable that some of the more imaginative work in
popular music research developed under the labels
of ‘celebrity studies’, on the one hand, and ‘fan stu-
dies’, on the other. Is there a similarly vibrant subfield
of research into what one might call the everyday
life of musicians or into the social and technical
relations upon which musicians’ lives depend? If
I were to rewrite Performing Rites now I’d be less
interested in how musicians become stars than in
how musicians make sense of their lives when they
don’t become stars. I'd be less interested in why
people idolise performers than in how they regard
performances which are mundane. Stardom and
fandom are familiar effects of music commerce and
although the terms of that commerce may have been
changed by new technology, the logic of marketing
remains the same. What it doesn’t account for is the
value of music as an ordinary part of ordinary lives.

CONCLUSION

When I studied research methods as part of my formal
training in sociology in the late 1960s, my teacher,
Shirley A. Starr, remarked that many people regarded
sociologists as cold fish who took the oddities and
accidents of people’s individual quirks and choices
and explained them away as social facts, fitting them
into patterns determined by institutional factors, by
social norms, functions, roles, and so on. (Durkheim’s
Suicide was the key text here.) She suggested that
we could also think about our task the other way
round. We could show that the things that people
did without thinking, ‘naturally’ as it were, may have
been social facts but were also, from an academic
perspective, quite strange. (Erving Goffman’s writ-
ings were the text here.)

This suggestion has stayed with me, so I want to end
this paper by suggesting that as sociologists we should
begin from the premise that music is a strange thing
for humans to do. This is one reason why evolutio-
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nary biologists, psychoanalytic theorists and, indeed,
Marxists have had difficulties with it. Why, for exam-
ple, in 1950s Britain, did vast numbers of young (or
youngish) people, mostly boys but girls too, suddenly
decide that with no evident musical skill or training
atall, they could pick up or fashion instruments, go
on stage and play skiffle? Or why, in the decades
since, all over Britain, have vast numbers of people,
mostly (but not only) oldish people, often but not
always professionals, been willing to spend a couple
of hours a week (paying for the privilege) to singin a
choir, practising intensely, putting themselves under
the authority of a choir ‘master’, working eventually
with professional musicians, to perform one or two
concerts a year? And what could be stranger than
these two recent accounts of fan behaviour. The first
is by Vice journalist Hannah Ewens; the second is by
Cardiff media academic Lucy Bennett.

Through winter 2016 and early spring 2017
I’'ve been waking up at 2 or 3am and taking the
nightbus across London from my Peckham flat to
amusic venue. I don’t know who I'm going to find
but since there’s a pop or rock gig on the following
night, the fans will be there, wanting to be the
first in. It doesn’t feel particularly exclusive to any
type of music, as long as the fan base includes a
lot of them. When I say “them” I mean almost
exclusively teen girls, since that is who I find
every time (Ewens 2019: 31).

Even though they are not physically present and
are in different time zones, [U2] fans are gathering
to share their opinions and knowledge and the
excitement surrounding this specific event [a
U2 stadium concert in South Africa] in such a
way that they not only feel part of the “live”
music experience, but also create their own. Some
construct and post possible set-lists, sharing their
own predictions, while others play the songs being
performed as the songs are texted in. After the
concert, the interest continues, with fans posting
footage and songs from the show on YouTube and
sharing their photos ... While some fans use social
media to send bulletins to other fans throughout

the concert, others take the connection further by
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using a facility called 1000Mikes—self-described as
Radio 2.0—to broadcast the entire show to them
as it happens. The volunteer show attenders use
their mobile phone to connect to the platform,
which then generates a personal live broadcast
channel, which other fans can access and listen
in to through the website (Bennett 2012: 548).

These audience activities, like the performance activi-
ties of skiffle groups and choirs, are undoubtedly odd
things to do and their value for their participants are
not easily explicable in terms of the commerce, art
and folk discourses I analysed in Performing Rites.
It is particularly important for sociologists to docu-
ment and celebrate the singular behaviour the love
of music can inspire in everyday life presently, when
music is ever more relentlessly mediated, explained
and labelled. In the commercial logic of digital media,
everything has to be categorised, everything must fit.

When I presented the original version of this paper
in Gijon I ended by paying tribute to Jan Fairley, a
IASPM colleague and Edinburgh friend who had been
IASPM chair at the time of the previous conference
(in South Africa in 2011) and died in 2012. Jan was
someone who didn’t fit neatly into any scholarly
slot. She was a freelance teacher and academic and
a freelance broadcaster and journalist; her docto-
rate was in ethno-musicology but she felt at home
in IASPM. At popular music conferences her mission
was to ensure that arguments were not confined to
Anglo-American popular music. As an ethnomusi-
cologist she argued that concepts like authenticity
or tradition had to pay heed to musicians’ practical
decisions. Music making is a craft in all societies
and in her many magazine interviews with world
music stars Jan was always more interested in what
they did than in who they were. She sought both to
de-exoticise strange music and celebrate its strange-
ness as mundane.”

In Edinburgh Jan Fairley sang in two groups, a church
choir and a female barbershop chorus, and she was

7  For a sample of Jan's work see Fairley 2014.
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always intrigued by the byways of musical sociabi-
lity. She knew that music was the quintessential
human activity, that making music is what makes us
human. In evolutionary terms music is the basis of
sociability, culture, the ability to do things together
for pleasure, and it is therefore necessarily political,
an important way of understanding what is meant
by a good life.

The good life was not an issue I addressed directly in
Performing Rites but it has been constantly on my
mind during the disorienting Covid-19 experience of
life without live music, and the questions I am now
asking are these: How is music-making entwined
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with daily life? How does music shape sociability?
And my starting point is now that popular musicisa
process not a thing.8 Its value lies not in its congealed
commodity form but as a social activity. Music is
not something people have, it is something people
do, as music-makers, as music listeners, as music lo-
vers, on special occasions and as a matter of routine.
Popular music, music, that is to say, rooted in social
situations, is necessarily both taken-for-granted and
wonderfully odd.

8 For an extended version of this argument see Frith 2018.
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INTRODUCTION

Listening, almost anywhere in the world, to signature
tunes of television news-shows, to non-diegetic music
in films, to music in commercials for consumer goods,
to background music in shopping malls or waiting
rooms, and in general to functional music of all
types, one realizes that their sonic vocabulary largely
consists by now, two decades into the 21st century,
of a massive proportion of electric, electronic and
digitally manipulated sonorities. Fuzzed-up and dis-
torted electric guitars for conveying drama, jangling
or chiming electric guitars for cheerfulness, soaring
synthesizers for depicting futurism, electronic beats
for transmitting energetic motion, are just a handful
and most obvious uses of such sounds. In addition, the
musical environment of most countries is saturated
with sounds of local, indigenous or Anglo-American
pop-rock, overwhelmingly based on this type of

sonorities. This ubiquitous presence of amplified,
electric, electronic and manipulated musical sonori-
ties testifies that individuals around the world are
equipped with the cultural knowledge that enables
immediate, spontaneous and intuitive deciphering
of such sonorities. Individuals are familiar with
them and with their conventional affective mean-
ings. Possession of this type of corporal knowledge,
and its routine enactment by individuals in many
different parts of the world amounts to a mundane
manifestation of current cultural, or in this particular
regard, musical cosmopolitanism in everyday life.

In this article I suggest that such knowledge, such
fa-miliarity, is the outcome of the long process in
which pop-rock music was localized and indigenized
to be-come a legitimate and self-evident routine
presence in musical cultures of countries all over
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the world. Put differently, the article proposes that
beyond any history of genres, styles, musical works,
scenes and subcultures, a major historical impact of
pop-rock on musical culture around the world, and
on contemporary global culture in general, consists
of the global difusion of familiarity with, and knowl-
edge of a musical vocabulary, an idiom, consisting
of amplified, electric, electronic and manipulated
sonoroties. The article points to pop-rock as a cultural
realm, an aesthetic culture, that weaves into one
complex whole the macro topic of cosmopolitanism,
the physical "thingness" of music, and the micro
level of bodily knowledge. It points to a possible
sociological perspective on cultural globalization,
centered around the sociology of the senses. The
article draws on and combines elements from previ-
ous work (Regev 2013, 2019, 2020).

I begin with some words on the concept of cultural
and musical cosmopolitanism. I then proceed to discuss
the notion of pop-rock music and its global diffusion,
before delving into the topics of embodied musical
knowledge and pop-rock.

MUSICAL COSMOPOLITANISM

The term musical cosmopolitanism relates to the re-
configuration, or permutation of diversity in world
popular music, resulting from intensified cultural
globalization and expressive isomorphism since mid
20th century. I should stress that my understanding
of cultural cosmopolitanism is essentially sociological.
That is, it refers to, and aims to depict the empirical
cultural reality of our times. It does not follow the
line of thought where the idea of cosmopolitanism
is focused on political and moral issues and is un-
derstood primarily, if not exclusively, in idealistic
terms (see Inglis, 2014, on these two meanings of
cosmopolitanism). In this regard, the term musical
cosmopolitanism depicts a musical world order char-
acterized by increased similarities between musical
cultures the world around, while at the same time
preserving variance, diversity, and a strong sense of
uniqueness and singularity among national, ethnic
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and other forms of musical cultures. We may talk in
this regard about increased musical overlap, or sig-
nificant surge in the proportions of common musical
ground shared by nations, ethnic groups or any other
forms of collective identity - as well as individuals.
This overlap, or common cultural ground, stems from
countless amounts of creative techniques, expressive
means, stylistic elements, affective meanings and
evaluative criteria that circulate worldwide through
cultural industries and "old" or "new" media of all
types. It becomes a musical-cultural reality when all
of these are shaped at both the global and local levels
into musical works, genres, styles and trends. Put dif-
ferently, and as already pointed out by Turino (2000)
and Stokes (2004), musical cosmopolitanism refers
to a situation in which national, ethnic and local
musical cultures, while retaining features of native
and indigenous traditions and a sense of singularity,
are fully entangled in one world musical culture. It
results from the volitional or enforced openness of
musicians and fans to globally circulating musical
materials alien to their own native traditions, and
the assimilation of such materials into local, national
and ethnic musical cultures.

The notion of alien musical elements deserves some
elaboration. Cultural cosmopolitanism is often identi-
fied with openness to unfamiliar materials originating
in remote countries, nations and ethnicities. Indeed,
alien musical elements could be those identified as
originating in specific ethnic or national entities
other than one's own, signifying "otherness" (Tagg
2012). Openness to, and domestication of such ma-
terials is certainly one major component of musical
cosmopolitanism. But alien cultural materials can also
be those perceived as part of a universal modernity,
detached from any particular ethnicity or culture,
yet "foreign" to most traditional cultures on earth.
Such cultural materials circulate worldwide and are
localized and indigenized into cultures to which
they arrive from the "outside." The role of cultural
materials perceived as constituents of universal mo-
dernity is crucial in the formation of current cultural
cosmopolitanism. In the case of popular music, the
sonic vocabularies, as well as actual genres, styles and
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works of pop-rock are perceived by fans and musicians
all over the world, since mid 20th century, as the
musical expression of a universal modernity. Their
assimilation into local, national and ethnic musical
cultures is a key element in contemporary musical
cosmopolitanism. Before turning to a discussion of
pop-rock, however, some words about the sociological
logic of cultural cosmopolitanism, in which music
plays a significant role.

One way to think about cultural globalization as
a constant process leading up to, and resulting in
cultural cosmopolitanism, is to portray it as a global
socio-cultural market of life-style identities, taking
lead from Bourdieu's notions of distinction, fields
and the homology between these two (Bourdieu 1984,
1993). On the demand side of this market, variables
like demography, class inequality, diversification of
education and professions, identity politics in the
realms of gender and ethnicity, as well as additional
social variables join to structurally and recurrently
split national societies into multiple groupings, all
seeking to express and practice their contemporary
socio-cultural sense of local or translocal singularity
and distinction. On the supply side of this market
stand the products of global fields of cultural produc-
tion (including thereby the cultural industries), all
organized around impulses for constant aesthetic
innovation. Driven either by variants of the ideology
of "pure creativity" or by "commercial" interests (or
any combinations of both), global fields of cultural
production constantly produce fashions, trends
and fads of life-style and consumption practices,
presented as exciting new forefronts of modernity.
In the case of music, musicians and other music pro-
fessionals (including critics and journalists) develop
an ex-plorative interest in new and contemporary
stylistic trends and musical idioms as a way to par-
ticipate in the innovative expressive frontiers of
their field. This interest propels them to engage in
production of local variants of such trends, some-
times hybridizing them with indigenous genres, so
that national fields of popular music are rendered
sub-fields of global ones.
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These two aspects of the market reinforce and feed on
each other to create, in accelerated speed, recurrent
life-style groupings and multiple life-style fractions
within and across national settings, differentiated
from each other by boundaries materialized through
taste preferences and cultural practices, and ranging
from clearly demarcated ones to nuanced differences.
These are groupings that cultivate tastes for "the
new and innovative." They also nurture interests in
having "their own" national, local or ethnic variants
of stylistic trends that signify contemporariness
and modernity. In the case of music, the work of
musicians and music professional, in which indig-
enous musical elements interweave with pop-rock to
modernize local musical cultures, caters to the status
and distinction interests of pop-rock fans. Jointly,
these types of producers and consumers become the
agents who generate, innovate, create and recreate an
endless series of styles, genres (including sub-styles
and sub genres), scenes and fan subcultures, thus
maintaining musical cosmopolitanism in national
societies across the globe.

POP-ROCK

This is the point where I should say a few words
about what do I mean by "pop-rock music." Pop-
rock is not a musical genre, nor a musical style. It
designates a global aesthetic framework, a musical
culture that includes a wide range of styles, genres
and related phenomena across nations, ethnic groups
and countries. The elements that interconnect all
styles and genres of pop-rock music are primarily
their creative technologies - electric and electronic
instruments, sound manipulation equipment of
all types (in recording studios or as accessories to
instruments) and amplification Also typical is the
use of certain techniques of supposedly untrained
vocal delivery, mostly those signifying immediacy
of expression and spontaneity (one should note,
in this regard, that the perceived pristine sounds
of most acoustic or so-called "unplugged" variants
of pop-rock are also products of studio treatments).
For pop-rock musicians, the technologies of sonic
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expression are creative tools for generating sonic
textures that cannot be produced otherwise (Wicke
1990; Gracyk 1996; Zak 2001; Zagorski Thomas 2014).

In pop-rock, the technologically saturated creati-
vity is targeted towards the sonic materiality of a
recorded product as the musical artwork, a product
to be lis-tened to via loudspeakers or earphones.
From the angle of meaning and aesthetic value, pop-
rock is organized around a genealogical narrative, a
lineage of inter-connected styles and genres whose
discourse points to a mythical beginning in the mid
1950s and an initial formative period in the 1960s
and 1970s. Pop-rock is most frequently referred to as
either rock or pop music, where the first refers to the
more "rougher" and the latter to the more "lighter"
forms of this musical culture. However, there is an
abundance of musical works and musicians that can
be easily classified under both labels, leading to much
vagueness about the difference and overlap between
them. The hyphened form pop-rock therefore stands
as an umbrella term that resolves the widespread
ambiguity regarding the difference and the overlap
between pop and rock.

Paraphrasing Knorr Cetina's notion of epistemic
culture (2007), we may think of pop-rock as an aes-
thetic culture. The aesthetic culture of pop-rock may
be envisaged as a cluster of practices, arrangements,
and mechanisms bound together by affinity and
historical coincidence which, in the area of artistic
and professional expertise of late modern popular
music, make up how we experience, evaluate, and
sense the world of objects that conventionally belong
to the form of musical art known as pop and rock
music, and what we know about it. The aesthetic
culture of pop-rock is a culture of creating and war-
ranting criteria of evaluation, modes of worshipping,
cognitive and emotional dispositions pertaining to
a certain world of musical objects.

The aesthetic musical culture of pop-rock emerged
in the United States in the mid 1950s and expanded
during the next half century to become the major
global popular music culture. The history of pop-
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rock tends to be narrated as an unfolding lineage
of styles and genres, organized around a symbolic
divide between earlier periods and the "rock era"
(Cateforis 2006). All styles and genres of pop-rock are
characterized in such narrations as developments,
mutations, and expansions derived from the original
style of rock’n’roll and then from the successive styles
that developed from it. The period of approximately
twenty-five years, from the mid 1950s to around 1980,
isin this regard the formative era of pop-rock, during
which its major idioms and genres have been explored
and defined, including thereby the formation of its
essential, overwhelmingly Anglo-American "classic"
canon of musical works (mostly albums) and mus-
icians (either as individual artists or as bands). By
early twenty-first century, the stylistic genealogy of
pop-rockincludes - or has included - genres, styles,
forms, periods, fashions, trends, and fads of music
known by names such as hard rock, alternative rock,
punk, progressive rock, power pop, soul, funk, disco,
dance, house, techno, hip-hop, heavy metal, extreme
metal, reggae, country rock, folk rock, psychedelic
rock, singer-songwriters, and notably, pop - as well
as many more (some of these genres, most notably
hip-hop and metal, have evolved into cultural enti-
ties sub-divided into multiple styles. Still, for all their
autonomy, such genres retain the basic elements
that make them part of the pop-rock framework).

Since the 1970s (and earlier in some countries),
however, the musical culture of pop-rock has been
increasingly adopted and indigenized in countries
all over the world, to the point of becoming in many
of them the major popular music culture. In line
with the logic of the socio-cultural market of life-
style identities outlined above, pop-rock styles and
genres have functioned over the years as suppliers of
aesthetic languages and packages of meaning around
which consecutive generations of teenagers and
young adults all over the world have defined their
late modern sense of particularity, of distinction.

A major aspect of the aesthetic culture of pop-rock
music is that due to its reliance on technology, and
its appeal to youth cultures through an ideology
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that combines rebellion, hedonism and artistic ex-
ploration, it has been globally institutionalized as a
signifier of universal modernity in the field of popular
music, facilitating its embrace by musicians and fans
alike. Consecutive generations of musicians and fans
in many parts of the world have insisted since the
1960s on indigenizing it as a project of modernizing
and updating local musical traditions, as a cultural
strategy for joining and participating in what such
musicians and fans believed, and still believe, are the
constantly evolving creative frontiers of innovation
in popular music. By the end of the 20th century,
pop-rock music became an integral element of local,
national and ethnic musical cultures in many, if not
most countries in the world (Regev 2013). Either in
their Anglo-American dominant version, or as local
variants, much of the pop-rock phenomena thrive
in countries around the world, where they are aug-
mented by various labels that refer to indigenous
and national variants. A partial list includes Ana-
dolu rock (Turkey), yéyé (1960s France), (electric-)sou-
kous (Congo), desert blues (Mali and Niger), Algerian
pop-rai, Afro-pop, Afro-beat, J-pop (for Japan), K-pop
(for South Korea), Cantopop, and many other uses
of nation names as adjectives, i.e Ruski rock, hip-
hop Italiano, rock indo (Indonesia) as well as nume-
rous others. Pop-rock in Latin America and Spanish
speaking countries is a particularly salient example in
this regard. Tags such as rock nacional (in Argentina
and Brazil) and rock en espariol (Latin America and
Spain) cover a highly diversified universe of pop-
rock genres and styles, that "pasé de ser considerado
una expresion cultural ajena a convertirse en el eje
de promocion regional de unificacion al romper las
barreras nacionales erigidas durante el siglo XX"
(Valdéz and Uriostegui 2015, p. 191. See also Garcia
Peinazo 2019; Vinuela Suarez 2019).

Itis also important to note that although pop-rock
is very broad in terms of stylistic range, when consi-
dered globally, as a cosmopolitan musical culture, it
cannot be understood as synonym for popular music
(as is often the case especially in the English speaking
world). In countries where indigenous traditions of
modern popular music preceded pop-rock music (for
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example, in Latin America), and have persisted along
with it, the whole range of pop-rock styles and genres
is typically regarded as an art world and aesthetic
culture distinct from other forms and aesthetic idi-
oms of popular music. On the other hand, musicians
working within various such genres of indigenous
popular music have adopted and implemented over
the years in increasing measure creative elements,
techniques and sonorities associated primarily with
pop-rock. These include electric guitars and synthe-
sizers, electronic beats, constructed studio sounds
of overdubs and other sonic textures, insertions of
sampled sounds, electronic or amplified manipula-
tion of vocal delivery, as well the overall sound of
typical pop-rock ensembles. While some of these
sonorities have been experimented and explored
in various cultural contexts, they were given global,
widespread stylistic and generic shape mostly within
the aesthetic culture of pop-rock. We may talk in this
regard about the pop-rockization of popular music
as a global process, in which the aesthetic logic of
pop-rock has permeated by various forms of popular
music throughout the world and adopted by their
practitioners.

There are by now numerous studies that point to the
global proliferation of styles and genres associated
with pop-rock, and how they affected cultural life
in national societies in countries in various parts of
the world. Some recent studies include work on pop-
rockin countries and regions such as China (de Kloet
2010), Spain (Val Ripoles 2017; Val Ripolles, Noya,
and Pérez-Colman 2014; Martinez and Fouce 2014,
Mora and Vifiuela 2013), Italy (Fabbri and Plastino
2014; Varriale 2015, 2016), France (Looseley 2003),
Turkey (Karahasanolu and Skoog 2009), Brazil, Ar-
gentina and Latin America in general (Magaldi 1999;
Pacini Hernandez, ’Hoeste and Zolov 2004; Ulhoa,
Azevedo and Trotta 2015) Mali (Skinner 2015), Japan
(Minamida 2014), Soviet Russia (Yurchak 2003), and
Portugal (Guerra 2016).

Additional work has been done on specific styles and
genres such as hip-hop in Indonesia (Bodden 2005)
or Japan (Condry 2006); electronic dance music in
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Hong-Kong (Chew 2010), France (Birgby 2003) or
India (Saldanha 2002); punk in Bali (Baulch 2007), in
China (Xiao 2018), in Spain and Mexico (O'Connor
2004) or in multiple countries (Dunn2016); chart
pop in Japan (Mori 2009) and South Korea (Shin
2009); and metal all over the planet (Wallach, Berger
and Greene 2011). The above are all but a sample of
work on pop-rock phenomena covered by sociologi-
cal and cultural research that hardly leaves a doubt
about the global presence and impact of pop-rock
aesthetic culture. The overwhelming majority, if
not all of these studies, focus on topics such as the
historical emergence of styles by tracing careers of
musicians and bands, on generational cohorts and
their musical tastes, on phenomena such as scenes
and subcultures relating to specific genres, on vari-
ous aspects of the music industry, and on struggles
by the cultural mediators of pop-rock to gain artistic
respectability and national legitimacy. Pointing to
isomorphic processes in the worldwide proliferation
of pop-rock genres and related phenomena, these
studies, as a whole, provide firm evidence about the
cosmopolitan nature of pop-rock. However, beyond
the diffusion and proliferation of pop-rock genres
and styles, and pop-rock related phenomena such as
youth and fan cultures, a major impact of pop-rock
on music culture of the world revolves around musi-
cal knowledge, and particularly the transformation
of embodied musical knowledge.

MUSICAL KNOWLEDGE

Musical knowledge, in the sense of cultural informa-
tion stored and inscribed in the bodies (including
thereby the minds) of individual human beings,
and enacted through bodily motion, sensory and
affective experience, or simply through talk about
music, consists of three basic layers. I refer to them
as discursive knowledge, musical familiarity and
sonic knowledge.

The first two layers are in the sphere of declarative
culture, consisting of "knowledge-that." That is,
knowledge that allows a person to identify something
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and relate to it verbally by name or proper term. The
third layer is in the sphere of non-declarative culture,
consisting of "knowledge-how." This is mostly a form
of hard to verbalize tacit knowledge, existing as a
disposition in body and mind, affording intuitive
action and comprehension in everyday life (Lizardo
2017, 2012)

Discursive knowledge

This layer of knowledge is informative in essence.
Orrather, itis a "database" type of knowledge about
songs, genres, genealogies of styles and periods, and
some additional details or items. It most often con-
sists also of acquaintance with the institutionalized
evaluative hierarchies of pop-rockin general, or of a
specific genre. That is, knowledge about which bands
and musicians are the sanctified master artists, and
which musical works are the masterpieces of pop-rock
and of its specific styles. This layer of knowledge is
discursive and cognitive by nature. One can obtain
it by reading texts, listening to lectures or talks, or
through conversation.

In the case of this type of pop-rock knowledge, we
may point to the global acquaintance of individuals
around the world with names such as Elvis Presley, The
Beatles, Michael Jackson, Madonna, or Bob Marley,
to name the most obvious. Individuals may also be
acquainted with titles of songs and albums by these
and many other musicians who enjoyed global success.
Familiarity with names of pop and rock musicians
and their songs has become an element of trivia, of
"general knowledge" that modern individuals have
about the contemporary world (just like knowing
the names of prominent political leaders or movie
stars). It is also probable to assume that phrases like
"heavy metal," "disco" or "reggae" are well known to
people around the world as tags for pop-rock genres.
Individuals might also be familiar with the appraisal
of Bob Dylan as one of the most important figures of
pop-rock, or with bands such as Led Zeppelin and
Deep Purple being major purveyors of heavy metal.
At a slightly narrower level of expertise or connois-
seurship, we may point also to some widespread
knowledge about pop-rock musicians from specific
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genres, or from countries other than the US and UK.
One recent notable example is acquaintance with
the notion of K-pop and with its leading bands or su-
cessful songs. Other specialized fans may be familiar
with the phenomenon of "desert blues", played by
Tuareg bands and musicians from Sahara countries
(Mali, Niger) such as Tinariwen and Bombino.

Musical Familiarity

Another layer of knowledge consists of acquaintance
with musical works, with their actual sounds. This
type of knowledge is affective and experiential, and is
closely connected to auditory memory. The only way
to obtain it is by listening to musical works, usually
more than once, until acquiring a sort of cognitive
and affective ownership of it, gaining thereby fa-
miliarity that allows one to say that he or she knows,
enjoys and likes (or dislikes) a musical piece. Once
such knowledge is acquired, an individual is able to
identity a specific musical work, and anticipate its
continuity when it starts playing. Such knowledge
also affords humming a work. I should stress thatin
the case of pop-rock, being "the art of recording,"
such knowledge pertains not only to melody lines
or thythmic progression, but to actual sonorities as
performed on the specific canonized recording of
a given work. For example, knowledge of the song
"While my Guitar Gently Weeps" by the Beatles
incorporates a detailed acquaintance with the exact
sound and melodic progression of the guitar solo
in the recording of the song that appeared on the
White Album, release by the band in 1968. In a simi-
lar vein, individuals in different parts of the world
most probably store in their auditory memory the
lines and sounds of Michael Jackson's "Beat it,",
Madonna's "Like a Prayer," "Hotel California" by
the Eagles, "Could you be Loved" by Bob Marley and
many other songs. Knowledge of canonical works of
national pop-rock can be added here in the context
of given national or regional settings. For example,
since the early 2000s, songs by the likes of Alejandro
Sanz or Andrés Calamaro are known to individuals
across the Spanish speaking world, while songs by
the likes of Cui Jian or Faye Wong are known to mil-
lions in China and East Asia.
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In other words, worldwide circulation of pop-rock
music for more than half a century has rendered
these two layers of pop-rock related musical know-
ledge global in scope. Countless individuals in the
world, across countries and regions, share them.
They are familiar with a large repertoire of musical
works, and they typically know their names, as well
as those of the musicians that perform them. It is
however a third layer of musical knowledge that
I want to focus on as the major manifestation of
musical cosmopolitanism.

Sonic Knowledge

This third layer of musical knowledge is also expe-
riential and affective, but consists of a rather basic
form of acquaintance and familiarity with forms of
musical sound, with sonorities - not necessarily with
specific musical works. At its most essential form, we
might say that this type of knowledge allows making
the distinction between musical sounds and noise,
or between musical and non musical sounds.

More typically, it is a form of internalized knowledge,
enacted almost unwillingly upon hearing musical
sounds, prompting the decoding of sound as musical
idiom. While not necessarily entailing recognition
of specific musical works, enactments of this layer of
musical knowledge are nothing but routine, intui-
tive deciphering of affective meanings as these are
evoked by familiar musical sonorities. This is indeed
the type of musical knowledge targeted by all kinds
of functional pieces of music such as signature tunes
of television programs, non-diegetic music in film,
advertisements and certain forms of background
music. In other words, this layer consists of inter-
nalized acquaintance with familiar musical idioms,
accepted as elements of the routine and mundane
cultural environment, where a person feels cultu-
rally at home. On the other hand, it is also a form of
musical knowledge that allows a person to identify
certain sonorities as musical idioms alien to her or
his own sense of cultural home.

When encountering new sonorities, this form of
musical knowledge “can cause listeners to experi-
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ence their bodies in new ways” (McClary 1991: 25),
because it has the potential to “structure things as
styles of consciousness, ideas, or mode of embodi-
ment” (DeNora 2003: 47). At the individual level, this
potential is sometimes fulfilled simply by listening
for the first time to certain musical works. But when
new, alien musical textures are encountered and
domesticated into the sonic environment of a given
social entity, where such textures were previously
unknown; when substantial amount of members
of this social entity absorb such new musical idioms
and sonorities into their taste and auditory memory,
this type of musical knowledge has the potential of
heralding cultural change. Once encountered and
absorbed into a music culture and personal taste of
large sectors in a given community, such knowledge
has the potential to usher in new modes of individual
and collective experiences, alter the physical rea-
lity of public spaces, and in general affect cultural
performance at the individual and collective levels.

And this is indeed one of the major cultural conse-
quences of the global diffusion of pop-rock genres
and of pop-rockization in general. Pop-rock genres
and styles - by introducing new sonorities, sound
patterns, and textures generated through electric
and electronic instruments, sound manipulation
technologies and amplification, and due to their
enormous range of dissemination - acted as agents
of cultural change at the material, physical levels of
human bodies and urban spaces.

POP-ROCK AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF MUSICAL
KNOWLEDGE

For all the genres and styles related to the notion
of pop-rock, it seems then, in retrospect, that one
major cultural thrust brought about by this musical
realm consists of its palette of typical sonorities, its
vocabulary of typical tones and timbres. Regardless
of specific youth subcultures, scenes or other forms
of fan culture, the accumulated effect of pop-rock
music in the successive presence of its styles, genres,
albums and songs in their Anglo-American form, but
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especially in their localized and indigenized forms,
has been to naturalize into the cultural environment
of countries all over the world the electric, electronic,
manipulated and amplified sonorities associated with
it. Put differently, and in a rather grandiose statement
perhaps, I would say that following more than half
a century during which pop-rock music became a
prominent musical culture of late modernity, and in
terms of socio-cultural history of music, we live in
what might be called the age of electro-electronic-
manipulated-amplified musical sonorities. Being the
major cultural realm, or aesthetic culture, in which
these sonorities have been explored, formulated,
defined, given stylistic and generic shape, as well as
globally disseminated, indigenized and legitimized
for the purpose of expressing various forms and types
of generational, life-style, ethnic, national and other
forms of collective identity in many parts of the world,
pop-rock music has acted in this regard as a major
agent of cultural change in a deep meaning of altering
styles of consciousness and modes of embodiment.

Either as active fans or as passive listeners exposed
to musicin media channels and all over the cultural
public sphere, individuals in most parts of the world
have been engaged with pop-rock sonorities, with
the physical "thing-ness" of pop-rock music, for over
fifty years now. Absorbing these sounds and their
connoted meanings into their auditory memory,
the bodies of successive generations of individuals
across the world came to be equipped with musical
knowledge pertaining to the sonorities of pop-rock.
Individuals in all parts of the world became capable of
deciphering, routinely and intuitively, conventional
meanings connoted by musical phrases, or museme
stacks and strings, to use Tagg's vocabulary (2012),
of electric guitars and synthesizers, electronic beats,
constructed studio sounds of overdubs and other
sonic textures, insertions of sampled sounds, elec-
tronic or amplified manipulation of vocal delivery,
and the overall sound of pop-rock ensembles.

The cultural transformation encapsulated in the
sonic vocabulary of pop-rock therefore means, at
the individual level, an alteration of the corpore-
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ality through which memberships in nations or
ethnicities are performed in everyday life. With
the growth of sectors within national societies
who adopted national pop-rock styles as the music
that expresses and symbolizes their sense of local,
domestic, national identity; and with the sonori-
ties of pop-rock becoming evermore ubiquitous and
omnipresent all over the public cultural sphere, the
bodily experience and routine cultural performance
of national identity as a mundane sense of simply
being culturally at home in a given territory has
been transformed. It became a performance based
on enactments of bodily dispositions that afford
experiences of cultural domesticity through sonic
vocabularies that are at one and the same time na-
tive and imported, indigenous and alien, local but
also shared by numerous other cultural settings
across the world. Put differently, once bodies of
individuals across the world came to identify and
experience their sense of cultural home, as this is
mediated through musical sound, with the sonic
vocabularies of pop-rock, they became aesthetic
cosmopolitans.

Consider these following four types of sonic expres-
sion, all emitted by electric guitars: Short or extended
solos, especially as explored and formulated in the
context of the form known as "rock ballad," as ex-
pressions of emotional elevation and transcendence;
Syncopated riffs, that is, short chords separated by a
second or less of silence, most prominently associated
with the genres of soul, funk and disco, that came
to signify a sense of thythmic energy, or "groove";
A slightly distorted but mostly pleasant-sounding
chord progression often referred to as "chiming"
or "jangling" electric guitar that conveys a feeling
of joy or energetic warmth; and finally, the fuzz
and distortion effects, most often used to deliver a
sense of drama or to signify rage. One may add here
typical phrases of distorted electric organs, "other-
worldly" synthesizer sounds and many more. Each
of these forms has gained widespread global cultural
currency for transmitting their connoted meanings.
They can be found in abundance in many pop-rock
songs in all languages and cultures, as well as in film
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scores or filmed advertisements. Their prevalence in
and across national and ethnic settings testifies to
the widespread presence of capabilities for deciphe-
ring them in bodies of individuals in such cultural
locations.

These phrases are but a tiny sample of the rich and
diverse repertoire of musical phrases that originated
in the aesthetic culture of pop-rock and gained world-
wide currency for signifying a whole range of moods
and emotions. The global ubiquitous presence of these
phrases testifies that pop-rock musical knowledge is
stored in cultural bodies across the world, shared by
individuals in numerous national and ethnic set-
tings, enacted routinely for performing mundane,
everyday experiences of being culturally at home.

In other words, with the auditory perceptual schemes
of individuals all over the world becoming accus-
tomed to the distorted sounds of electric guitars and
to the indefinable timbres of electronic music; with
the tones and timbres of pop-rock being absorbed
into the canonical auditory knowledge of listeners
across the world; with the sonic phrases of pop-rock
becoming familiar and recognizable as musical ele-
ments by listeners in most local cultures, ethnic
group, and nations; when all the above became ele-
ments in the cultural performance of contemporary
musical localism of nations, we may assert that the
embodied sonic knowledge of pop-rock music ins-
cribed in listeners around the world affords them a
sense of being local and translocal at one and the
same time, rendering them musical cosmopolitans.

As Frith asserts, music "gives us a way of being in
the world, a way of making sense of it" (1996: 272).
Indeed, membership in a given national or ethnic
formation is one way of being in the world often ar-
ticulated and made sense of through music. Further-
more, the articulation of ethnicity and nationality
through music greatly nurtures the mutual sense of
otherness between such formations. Thus, incorpo-
rations of elements from musics of the non-Western
world (see Manuel 1988 for this term), conceived
as the "other" of Western music, have been typi-
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cally discussed along notions of power relations and
dominance (Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000). But this
sharp sense of mutual otherness has been eroded
with the global diffusion of pop-rock knowledge. It
has been reduced and shrunk, as the proportion of
shared musico-aesthetic perceptions has grown and
expanded. And this is the core of musical-aesthetic
cosmopolitanism - the shriveling and withering of
cultural otherness expressed in music. Not its disap-
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pearance, but its mutation into something always
familiar, never fully alien or strange. Listening to girl
groups from South Korea, to hip-hop from Indonesia,
to flamenco-tinged rock from Spain, and to a female
or male rock auteur from any country, pop-rock fans
anywhere in the world will always encounter in each
of the above some electric and electronic sounds,
vocal techniques, and musical phrases familiar from
their very own national music.
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ABSTRACT

This article proposes a sociological approach to rock music, taking into account affects, body and gender choreographies (Foster,
1998). Taking as the object of study the fact of listening and the particular form of embodied listening that is dance, | return to the
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and hegemonic masculinity, pointed out by Dyer.
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THE WAY OF RICHARD DYER

This article deals with the bodily and affective ex-
periences of men who dance rock in that particular
listening that dancing is. I return to Richard Dyer’s
(1979-2021) proposal of considering musical genres
as “sensibilities”: a combination of sound, beha-
vioural, stylistic, bodily and value elements: a form
of knowledge made into an embodiment that fa-
cilitates shared sensorial and affective orientations,
which allows us to ask about the dispositions that
are mobilized, the material, corporeal, intellectual
and affective experiences that are generated in the
reception, and the resulting tensions. This research
on men who dance rock deals with how the forms
of reception affect and are affected in the field of
feelings that encompass sensations, feelings, senses
and orientations that emerge and are configured
in particular musical experiences. I follow Dyer in
paying attention to the forms of eroticism facilitated

by musical genres, as well as to the transformative
political potential of musical practices in relation
to gender embodiments and bodily experiences,
in this case regarding the male experiences of rock
dancing and their relationship to the expectations
and mandates of normative masculinity. This con-
sideration allows us to take into account different
sound experiences without having to understand
them according to a logic of signification such as
that of language, but rather as generators of affects
(Gilbert, 2006: 113). Music does not represent or
encode an experience of the body, but is configured
and transmitted by this experience, and can only do
so by interacting with bodies. The corporeal expe-
rience of listening and of the particular listening of
dance results from the interaction between sounds
and the bodies of the participants, human and non-
human (objects, substances, technologies), and this
contributes to the production of that experience and



Not just cock rock: Body and affective male experiences in dancing rock

of the sound space that emerges on the dance floor
or in the concert venue.

Dyer contrasts the full-body eroticism of the album
with the masculinist and phallocentric eroticism
of rock. Rock would be a technology of patriarchal
culture, “a mixture of clumsiness and drive” that
grabs you and does not let you go. Her analysis reso-
nates with the pioneering text by Simon Frith and
Angela McRobbie (1978) about popular music as an
expression and regulation of sexuality, according to
gender norms and expectations within normative
heterosexuality. This text, influenced by the feminist
criticism of the seventies, contrasts rock with pop for
teenagers. In rock, a version of male sexuality would
be displayed through a sexual iconography that uses
guitars and microphones as phallic symbols, where
loud volume and rhythmic insistence configure
techniques of excitation and climax. The contrasting
characterization of both kinds of music contributes
to creating gender and reinforcing binarism (Peraino,
2005). If the rhythm and percussion of rock and its
electric guitars are representative of masculinity, then
pop’s lesser thythmic emphasis and its use of acoustic
guitars would be indicative of female sexuality. In
reproducing gender binarism, these critical analyses
fail to take into account the complexity of rock and
its reception in terms of gender and body experience,
nor do they address how rock’s eroticism operates
in the reception and musical production of women
and non-heterosexuals, who are also rock artists
and fans (Fast, 1999), nor do they account for the
ambivalence and tensions in the performativity of
masculinity of the rock stars they cite. The repeated
references to musicians such as Robert Plant, Jimmy
Page or Mick Jagger as examples of cock rock forget
that their performances, dancing and appearance
did not match the normative masculinity of their
time and led them to be judged as androgynous
and effeminate. As it had happened decades earlier
with Elvis Presley and his hip movements, the ob-
ject of television censorship, they were considered
feminine and ambiguous, as well as hypersexualized
and unbecoming of white men (Leibetseder, 2021).
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I follow Dyer’s example, who, unlike Frith and McRob-
bie, does not identify musical genres with genders
or forms of sexuality, but shows how bodies can be
experienced in radically different ways depending
on the affective processes in which they participate.
This exploratory research asks whether the dan-
ceable sound spaces of rock and its eroticism are only
and always cock rock and whether the reception and
listening of rock by fans is limited to reproducing
the masculine sensitivity of the musical, literary,
performative, media, etc. contents of the so-called
cock rock; and whether the body performance and
dance listening, where the “volatility” of our bo-
dies and their intrinsic resistance to “disciplining”
(Grosz, 1994) unfolds, can destabilize rock’s link

with masculinity and phallocentrism.

Following the investigative sensibility that Dyer
deploys to answer these questions is a bit like using
Dyer against Dyer. It also requires developing metho-
dologies of listening, observation and analysis that
do not focus only on the semiotic and discursive,
on the analysis of lyrics, visual representations and
iconographies, clothing and fashions, but on the
affective and non-verbal elements that emerge in the
physical and body experiences of listening and, in
this case, dancing. Unlike a large part of the studies
on the sociology of rock, it is a matter of not focusing
only, or primarily, on the musicians, the press, the
industry and music criticism, on musical production,
in the narrow sense, but opening the focus to the
interaction with reception, public, fans, understood
as a part of musical production as well, and not only
contributing to the production of interpretations
and meanings, but also to that of music and the
sound spaces that emerge from musical experiences.

Gender choreographies

Dance situations are examples of gender choreo-
graphies (Foster, 1998). This notion underlines the
performative and relational nature of gender, as well
as the reference to a script or set of rules and instruc-
tions about the reciprocal and embodied construction
of femininity and masculinity, of what is considered
appropriate or inappropriate for men and women.
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Erving Goffman (1987) is one of the first authors to
point out the performative and choreographic nature
of gender as a social organizational device articulated
with other hierarchies and dichotomous devices, such
as the public/private division, in his analyses of the
dramaturgy of everyday interaction rituals, as well
as the hyper-stylization of these gender conventions
in advertising representations.

The notion of choreography underlines the rela-
tional, performative and scripted nature of gender,
mea-ings, mandates and expectations. It maintains
the consideration of gender as repeated forms of pe-
formance that update norms, embodied by people in
their relationships and interactions (Butler, 1990),
also underlining the importance of the script, the set
of instructions and order that is updated, repeated,
“danced.” The choreographic metaphor allows us
to understand gender performances and relations
as translations and interpretations of norms and
meanings, not only discursive but also corporeal, in
the double aspect of interpretation: as a particular
performance and as an imputation of historically
and culturally conditioned meanings. The notion
of choreography, like that of performance, includes
the question of the sedimentation of these networks
of meanings, as meanings, sensations, feelings and
orientations, related to femininity and masculinity,
susceptible to change over time, where the necessary
repetition supposes an opportunity for change, in-
tentional or not. In gender choreographies, bodies
are active and reactive, generative and receptive,
inscribing and inscribed. In its focus on movement
and the theoretical and critical potential of body
actions, choreography challenges the dichotomy
between verbal and non-verbal cultural practices,
pointing out how expectations and conventions
regarding bodies and gestures are connected to po-
litical and social power structures. The relational
aspect of gender choreographies concerns the people
and groups involved, but also other participants:
objects, technologies, materialities, and also sounds
and music, which also condition our gestures and
movements, facilitating certain steps and hindering
others. The notion of gender choreography also allows
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us to take into account the reciprocal configuration
of positions, movements and gestures, how the posi-
tions of some determine or limit the movements of
others and how stepping outside of these movements
entails tensions, the risk of stepping on or pushing
each other, literally or metaphorically.

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES

This article is based on a small exploratory research
carried out during a time of pandemic and restric-
tions regarding contacts, concerts and forms of nigh-
life linked to dancing. The fieldwork includes ten
in-depth interviews and the observation of online
videos of rock dancing situations at festivals and
concerts. This article focuses on the analysis of these
ten interviews. Participants were recruited using the
snowball technique, starting with announcements
on social networks, and from friends and acquaint-
ances, seeking to interview adult male rock lovers who
were interested in talking about their rock dancing
experiences.! This search for interested participants
found fans and enthusiasts of rock and concerts, and
also four with a more professional relationship with
rock: a dance teacher, a guitarist and singer of a rock
group from the eighties and nineties and two ama-
teur musicians. The interviewees range in age from
32 to 65, they are all nongypsy and white and have
diverse occupations and places of residence: teachers
(university, vocational training), computer scientists,
car mechanics, farmers, civil service candidates or
architects, in cities such as Madrid, Bilbao, Murcia,
Cuenca, Segovia, Santa Cruz de Tenerife or Arrecife.
For this reason, in addition to the limitations of the
pandemic, most of the interviews were conducted
via video call in September and October 2021.

1 The relevant variables for the selection of participants
were: being male and rock fans to explore the dynamics
between masculinity and dance, being adults to seek a
certain experiential homogeneity and better correspond
to the ages of the majority rock audience today, and being
interested in this musical practice and in participating in
research on rock dancing since our research experience
tells us that the quality of research increases when we can
count on interested participants.
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When I asked for help to contact them, the ques-
tion arose as to what I understood by rock. I replied
that whatever the interested parties understood as
such, that they felt challenged by this call to par-
ticipate, and then we would see in the interviews
what music each person danced to.2 Rubén Lopez
Cano, a musicologist friend, humorously observed
the contradiction of dancing rock, since rock is not
danced. My answer was similar: I consider dancing
what the participants questioned by the proposal
understand, and then, in the interviews, we would
see how, when, what and where it is danced. In some
interviews, this question came up explicitly, espe-
cially for those who dance different types of rock and
in different ways. Tono, the dance teacher, wanted
to know if we were going to talk about “Elvis-type”
rock’n’roll or more modern rock “from The Who to
Extremoduro”. Other participants who also dance
classic rock’n’roll, more recognized as dance music,
and modern rock with its labels hard, heavy, indie,
Americana, pop-rock, etc., directly go on to describe
how they dance the music they prefer without asking
for more precision, comparing the different situations
and dancing sensations. Some interviewees explicitly
expressed ambivalence about whether rock is danced
or not, stating both things at the same time or difer-
entiating between dance and “body movements”:

Rock is not made for dancing,
it may be made for people to bounce,

the whole audience bouncing in waves.

It is movement, it can be an expression of
dance, it is a body expression,
dance is that,

2 The groups mencioned at the interview are: Screamin’
Cheetah Wheelies, Black Crowes, Allman Brothers, Levon
Helm, Neil Young, Mago de Oz, Platero y TU, Status Quo,
Joni Mitchell, Les Innocents, Mano Negra, Béruriers Noirs,
Rolling Stones, Nick Cave, Arctic Monkeys, Garbage, Gossip,
Radiohead, Placebo, Nirvana, Wet Leg, The Pretenders, The
Smiths, INSX, Skunk Anansie, PJ Harvey, Juliette Lewis,
Asian Dub Foundation, Ska-P, The Black Keys, Rosendo,
The Clash, Ramones, Los Suaves, Barricada, Janis Joplin,
Iron Maiden, Jimmy Hendrix, Deep Purple, Barén Rojo, La
Polla Records, Elvis Costello, MClan, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins,
Queen, Triana, Santana, Creedence, Joe Cocker i JJ. Cale.
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a body expression from what music transmits.
(Tono, 32)

In the interviews, we address corporeality in a con-
versation about how they move and what they feel
when they dance; we recall particularly intense dance
situations and compare dance situations in different
contexts: concerts, festivals, bars, parties, home. In-
vestigating corporeality in dance requires, in addition
to collecting and describing conversations about the
body, the practice of listening to bodies in and through
the participants’ narratives exploring various levels of
attention in the interview and in the analysis, both to
what the words say about the body and to the way in
which bodies tell the stories we collect in the interviews
(Chadwick, 2017). Embodied experiences leave audible
traces in these conversations about dance, as energy
incorporated in the conversation and the narration
of lived experiences, as Rachelle Chadwick explains
based on Julia Kristeva’s theoretical framework of the
speaking body. The processes of meaning-making
involve grammar, syntax, symbolism, as well as body
and sensual rhythms and energies, embodied in in-
tonation, rhyme, repetition and rhythms, which in
turn pose a constant threat of disruption to the logic
and coherence of discourse. It is therefore necessary
to preserve body energies in converting words into
text, in transcription and in analysis, as well as the
embodied and body idiosyncrasies of speech as a
vital performative element of meaning. In addition
to producing transcriptions capable of transmit-
ting the cadence, the viscerality and the emotions
of speech,® Chadwick proposes strategies to listen
to the corporeal excesses and contradictions in the
speech of the people interviewed, since subjectivity
comprises multiple competing, potentially contra-
dictory voices, paying attention both to the use of
the first person, the Ivoice, and to the contrapun-
tal voices, both to the manifest content of what is
being told and to the background that interrupts and
alters the clear and ordered meaning in moments of
the narrative of excess, contradiction, ambiguity,

3 This is what also inspired me to make the transcriptions
that can be read in this article.
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and incoherence, which do not fit neat and univo-
cal analytical interpretations, and which we often
leave out of our qualitative analyses, which are more
focused on detecting common aspects, themes, and
continuities.

In the case of this research, in addition to paying at-
tention to these ambivalences and inconsistencies, I
try to listen in the interviews to check whether the
dancing body sneaks into the speech that describes
the dance experiences, whether it acts in its words,
whether the narratives are imbued with bodily joy,
embodied pleasure, or the anxiety and restlessness
sometimes experienced in these situations. I also
pay attention to the gestures that accompany the
moments in which they describe the dance situa-
tions, when most of the interviewees move their
hands and arms, and how at certain moments the
gestures accompany and underline what is said. The
movements become broader and more energetic, un-
like other moments in the conversation. They close
their eyes when they remember intense moments
of ecstatic dancing. They close their fists and move
them up and down when they talk about moments
of energetic and visceral dancing. They open their
hands and arms when they describe sensations of
evasion, of gliding with the music. Other examples
of corporality in the speeches are the outbursts of
humming or singing, as Tono does with the chorus
of the song Molinos de viento, by Mago de Oz, “drink,
sing, dream, feel that the wind has been made for
you”, when entering into resonance with the memory
of the concert, or when describing his taste for Ska:
“it has the chumpa, chumpa, chumpa, chumpa that
makes you get up”. In other interviews, similar uses
of onomatopoeia are found when describing the
sensations and senses of listening and dancing, dif-
ficult to describe with words alone, in music that
makes you feel “aaaarrrggg”, you follow the rhythm
“boom, boom”, “I'usually like an emotional melodic
variety within the song more than when it is turu-
tututu trutrutru or pumpumpum or anything very
repetitive”. The rhythmic cadences of the speech
also reveal this corporality in speech, as in these two
descriptions of pogo:
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I think that that particular dance

has a lot to do with anger,

has a lot to do with rage,

has a lot to do with contained energy.
(Saul, 33)

Memories of ecstasy,
of having a lot of fun,
of the pogo kind,

in more concerts.

With a very beastly energy,

very euphoric,

Circles are formed with the people,

bouncing,

you bump into people

but you are doing your thing,

with music,

of pure euphoria,

then I remember a Reincidentes concert where
I feared for the physical integrity of two of my

friends, because I saw them flying, literally.

(Tono, 32).

In which the rhythmic cadence of the enunciation
of the recollection of dance is broken when it goes
from the description of dance to talking about the
inconsiderate people at pogo.

Researching eroticism and eroticism of research

The questions about what they feel, how they feel,
what emotions they experience, how it affects them...,
are not always easy to answer; they are not questions
they usually talk about, they take time to find the
words, they use metaphors and clichés. But there is
no refusal to do so; these are participants interested
in talking about their dancing experiences, they are
rock fans, or musicians. They had no qualms about
telling how they feel when they dance: “I feel like I

” o«

have a body”, “Drogas makes me feel”.

Dyer proposes studying the different musical genres
based on their eroticism, departing from the pleasures
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and dispositions of body that they facilitate, taking
into account that, in addition to pleasure and enjoy-
ment, eroticism refers to a vital and sensorial intensi-
ty, to amutual affectation of bodies among themselves
and of the objects and sounds that surround them,
which can also imply pain or displeasure. Eroticism
implies an experience of rupture or interruption, of
desubjectification, also of gender and masculinity in
this case, which translates into the potential to undo
or destabilize it. This research questions eroticism
in listening to rock dance and attempts to mobilize
the power of eroticism in research, understanding
eroticism as the availability for contact and vital force
for politics, as Audre Lorde (1978) points out, but
also for research, insofar as it is a creative force that
allows us to meet other people always understood
as embodied subjects (Esteban, 2019).

Mari Luz Esteban invites us to consider the vitality
of our research and presentations, and their poten-
tial to affect our audiences by generating a host of
sensations. Esteban proposes three elements to feed
eroticism in research, which I also try to include
in it: the theoretical-methodological framework
of body, from body and with body, not as a mere
object of study; the feminist character understood
as a political act and interactive relationship; and
the autoethnographic perspective that blurs the
boundaries between subject and object of study,
putting the body in the research, rebalancing the
power relations with the participants, so that the
research can be considered as an active and crea-
tive positioning in the face of current ideological
and moral disputes, where the conquests of social
movements, feminism and LGTBIQ coexist with
reactionary positions regarding body, pleasure and
sexuality in churches, the media and recalcitrant
right-wing parties.

We will now describe the participants’ dance expe-
riences from two apparently contradictory aspects
that stand out in the interviews: the experience of
feeling out of place and the connection with the
environment and the others.
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MALE BODIES OUT OF PLACE

The flexibility and volatility of bodies means that,
depending on the situation, norms, expectations and
spaces, they can be and feel out of place or in place.
Body politics, sexual politics and gender politics
involve the construction, learning and repetition of
gestures, a style, a body presentation, which mark
what is appropriate and inappropriate, what is in and
out of place (McDowell, 2000; Grosz, 1994). Disciplin-
ing bodies and their social choreographies produce
the embodiment and reproduction of normality at
home, school and the workplace, and can come into
tension in places of leisure and dance, where possibili-
ties of other gestures, movements and embodiments
emerge, which coexist with these norms.

The participants point out various ambivalent en-
tanglements and tensions in rock dancing. Rock
appears as a masculine genre (Frith and McRobbie,
1978; Martinez, 2003) in their own words or in those
of their friends who tell them that “rock and guitars
are for men”. Tom also refers to the masculinity of rock
when he talks about the absence of rock in gay bars
and how music would be more appropriate for bars
where the atmosphere is (hyper)masculine instead
of the “drag race” type of music they usually play. He
considers himself a queer gay and an outsider rock
fan who connects with female rockers who laugh at
stereotypes, and even with his own male fans, making
his own the gestures and the instrumental and musi-
cal expertise that are supposedly reserved for men:

I like garbage,
it’s not like an elder white male group,
it’s not surprising that I almost levitate with

groups of powerful women:

Chrissy Hynde, Shirley Manson, P] Harvey,
because there’s this idea that women aren’t

allowed to do these things.

When you see how they play and the guys who
say they can’t do it...
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I connect with them

and the music too,

I love female rockers,

I don’t know why,

maybe I tend to identify with them a little bit
more.

(Tom, 49)

The conversations with all the interviewees show the
ambivalence of the relationship between dance and
masculinity and that dancing gives them the experi-
ence of feeling uncomfortable and out of place. In
some cases, the tension between masculinity and
dance is explicit, such as the possibility that dancing
can lead them to other bodily gender experiences,
of taking “a journey, even becoming another person
of a different sex thanks to a song that I like or that
excites me” or being a man “who connects with
emotions that would be difficult to connect with
otherwise”. This tension is also pointed out by others,
the friends who make jokes and quips because one
dances or dances “too much”, or by the stranger who
approaches Tom in a club to tell him that he doesn’t
know how to dance. Tension is also present when
Daniel tells how, when leaving a club, another young
man asked him if he was a faggot because of how he
danced, both a curious question and an insult. This
memory leads him to consider that, in the past, it was
frowned upon dancing if you were a man, and now
this has changed. Although his story is full of cur-
rent situations where he has received warnings, and
even prohibitions from dancing, in bars and clubs,
for being considered annoying and inappropriate. So
that I could see his way of dancing, Daniel did some
steps and sent me a short video of himself dancing
after the interview. His way of dancing “strangely”,
moving the whole body and experimenting with dif-
ferent movements, of different amplitudes, is similar
to that of Mick Jagger or Chris Robinson, the singer
of the Black Crowes, who are also examples of the
ambivalence of male dance, as they are recognized
and celebrated among their fans for their way of
moving, as part of their music and connection with
the audience, while these movements are the object
of mockery or, in the case of Jagger, attributed to a
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sexual ambivalence that generated attraction, dis-
comfort and even moral panic (Peraino, 2005: 37).

Daniel’s story describes the inappropriate nature of
aman who “dances strangely” and therefore “stands
out” and attracts the attention of other customers
in bars and entertainment venues aimed at a he-
terosexual public. This attention is perceived as a
nuisance that requires intervention by the venue’s
staff.# The gender asymmetry is evident, as women
who dance in these same venues are not perceived as
inappropriate, nor are they a nuisance or a problem
for the bar owners, on the contrary. Although they
also “dance strangely”, as in my own experience.®

And well, I have a bit of an eccentric way

of dancing.

I move my whole body,
I move my whole body,
1 do footwork,

on my knees,

on my heels,

whatever.

And one in four times they kick me out of the
club,because they say:
“you’re bothering the others”,

“you’re taking up too much space”.

Sometimes I do things like that too,
Iinteracted with the wall
or interacted with objects in the room,

arailing or things like that.

I go under the railing,

4 Inapersonal conversation with a nightlife worker in Madrid
with experience in various clubs and venues, she confirmed
these practices and was surprised by my surprise, as it
seemed completely normalto her that it was not appropriate
todance in nightclubs where customers might feel bothered
or strange by the presence of a man who dances in a flashy
manner and that the duty of the owners is to make sure that
these customers are comfortable and continue consuming.

5 The asymmetry also occurs in who can expect assistance
from the club’s workers when they feel bothered since
these interventions are not so frequent when it comes to
female customers bothered by various male behaviours in
nightlife situations.
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I hit myself,

I dossilly things,

the rest is dancing on my little step

letting people go to the bathroom and such,

Because I am respectful.

[...] AsI moved away from the normativity of
the dance movement,

I became like a spectacle,

like a figure of attention,

and I like that a lot,

I really like

the exhibition and being seen.

But it also makes me shy

and it can also restrict me.

I can be cooler or not,

you can like it,

but I also like not being the centre of attention.

[...] It may be that, at the place, they say to you:

“You are not creating the atmosphere that

interests us in this place and that’s it”.

Then, what they are going to check is that you
don’t bother anyone,

as soon as you bother someone,

one or two people,

maybe they come to you and say:

“Sorry, you can’t dance here”.

They may say, right from the start, you have to
leave.

Or, more normally,

“if you don’t stop dancing like that, 'm going
to kick you out, and that’s it,

we’re going to kick you out”.

Iunderstand that

and depending on how I am that day,

how drunk I am,

how excited I am,

if I have somewhere else to go,

if I feel like ruining that man’s half hour,
and maybe putting on a little bit of a show,

I can have many reactions.
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I can stop for a bit and start
dancing weird on purpose,
without bothering anyone.

But I'm going to piss you off as much as I can,
always keeping in mind that I don’t want
anyone to hit me,

I don’t want to hit anyone.

(Daniel, 43)

This story also shows the masculine ambivalence of
his position regarding this exhibition when dancing,
which the rest of the interviewees reject and avoid
because it makes them feel ashamed and embar-
rassed. Daniel feels both things: the desire to stand
out and be recognized, to be the object of the gaze
and attention of others, and the shyness and shame
caused by this attention. In the same way, while he
develops a suspicious gender performance according
to the masculine norm, he can respond in a stereo-
typically masculine way, at least within his story,
to the calls for attention made by the employees of
the establishments, displaying a more traditional
masculine performance of defence of his status and
power with arrogance and threat of aggressiveness
included (Garcia, 2010).

The experience of the body out of place is manifested
in the rejection of the majority of the interviewees
to dance in bars, where it is easy to “make a scene”
and feel the weight of the gaze of others, or in disco-
theques where, in addition, “you have to dance out of
obligation”. They want to dance when their body asks
for it and the music deserves it, when they like the
music and the performance. They are moved to dance
by the aesthetic appreciation of what they hear, and
not by the place asking for it, they say, responding
to the modern masculine mandate of independence
and autonomy (Kimmel, 1994; Garcia, 2010).

Most of the interviewees prefer to dance at concerts
and festivals, and in some cases also in the privacy of
their homes, with the explicit, and also ambivalent,
recognition of the shame that they feel when they
feel that they are the object of other people’s gaze
when they dance. With the exception of Daniel, they
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prefer shared dance situations at concerts, where the
visual, seeing and being seen, does not prevail, both
to avoid the shame of feeling observed and inap-
propriate, and for the possibility of feeling a greater
intensity in the tactile and kinesthetic relationships
with the music, their bodies and the environment.
They recognize the difference between places where,
if you dance, you are in plain view and attract the
attention of others, such as bars and clubs, which
cause discomfort and disorientation of the body out
of place; and others such as concerts and festivals,
where the spatial and situational arrangement allows
you to share the presence and movements of oth-
ers, to participate in a resonant physical listening,
to feel the body in place, without being the object
of the gaze of others, in an opposition between the
visual and tactile regimes of different sound spaces
of dance, also pointed out by Dyer.

The discomfort of dancing, the experience of a dan-
cing male body seen as out of place, is also manifested
in the consideration of the majority of participants
that they do not know how to dance or that they do
not dance well, this alleged lack of skill being a sign
of appropriate masculinity, so it is not embarrassing
to admit it, on the contrary, with the consequent
ambivalence in the words of the interviewees. Thus,
they say they do not have many movements when
they dance, “very little capable of representing the
rhythm in an orderly manner, although this dysfunc-
tion will make me experience it in a very personal
and non-transferable way”. More than dancing, they
say that “they move their skeleton”, that they lack
coordination, that they move “without leaving the
tile”, “it is discreet, it is not something to show off,
that makes it easier, because you do not have to be
doing it better than others”. “Iam not a good dancer;
I don’t give a damn”. They think they do not dance
well, “but my partner tells me that I do because she
sees me in a good light”. “It’s jumping around the
kitchen while I sing”, they do not move their hips or
their butt, or “just a little, jumping, less now than
before because of their age”.
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Now, more calmly,

without being in front,

I move my little leg,

I follow the rhythm with my head. But you
start to get encouraged

and then you move your whole body
practically,

you have a route, as I say, of one square meter
and you move at your own pace.

(Julio, 46)

The discomfort of dancing as an experience of the
male body out of place is also manifested in the
need to disinhibit oneself in order to dance and the
importance, therefore, of the agents that facilitate
this disinhibition, from the “chemical technologies
of pleasure” (Gilbert and Pearson, 1999) such as
alcohol, to the presence of others who dance and
contribute to defining the dance situation as ap-
propriate, as well as to sharing and diverting the
focus of attention. But, again, this is an ambivalent
recognition, since it implies recognizing the limits
to one’s own autonomy when deciding whether to
dance or not, and therefore conflicts with the man-
date of independence and autonomy of appropriate
masculinity: “alcohol helps”, but “I don’t need it”,
“it’s very important that you feel that you are in
tune, also because people are dancing, you feel that
the focus is not on you”.

If you're in a bar and people close their eyes,
the light is dim,

you pay attention to where the music is
coming from, the speakers, the ceiling,

if people are in that mood,

well, it makes it much easier for you to lose
your inhibitions too.

If you're dancing alone and no one is dancing,
you have to have a lot of personality,
confidence or be very crazy to dance,

unless you're “in your element” with the

music.

I think it requires strength, or madness.
(Tono, 32)
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Thus, a whole series of elements and bodies, human
and non-human, make up the choreography that
inhibits or disinhibits dancing, where an ordinary
object and something traditional like the wineskin,
which Jesus usually takes to concerts and sneaks into
festivals, becomes a crucial device for socializing and
accompanying the dance:

There with the wineskin in Azkena,

the best invention in the world for going to
festivals,

you don’t have to leave from where you are,
they don’t charge you a fortune,

the wine gets you better, it comes out so little,
you get into the mood,

and on top of that you socialize,

it’s shocking and you can easily share.

(Jesus, 50)

EROTICISM OF BODIES IN HARMONY

Male ambivalence towards dance refers to the conflict
between a modern Western conception of gender in
which dance, emotions and body are feminine (Fos-
ter, 1998) and therefore cannot be appropriated by a
masculinity that is defined as opposed to femininity
(Kimmel, 1994; Garcia, 2010), and the experience of
connection with their bodies, of “feeling the body”
with which dance provides them. On the one hand,
they feel the discomfort generated by a practice that
is not entirely appropriate and by the possibility of
provoking something as unmasculine as attracting
the gaze of others to their bodies. But, on the other
hand, they also experience positive emotions and
sensations, mediated by listening to music in rock
dance, of connection with their own body, with
the sound space and with themselves, therefore an
experience of the body and of themselves within a
place, in harmony with music and the environment.
“You move, you don’t even know how you are, happy
with life”, in sensations and feelings that do not
refer to knowledge or meanings, in sensations and
affections that recall the “whole-body eroticism”
that Dyer finds in the experiences of disco music.
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I remember the feeling,
I was happy,

more than the specific situation.

I remember because you force me to remember
things,

I remember sensations

[...] T know I was moving because I am not able
to feel that without moving

(Jesus, 50)

In addition to the pleasure and happiness associated
with movement, the interviewees speak of an intense
connection with the music and the sound space:
“you are very immersed in the concert”, “the music
makes you explode in some way, the drums grow,
certain solos, certain riffs, certain choruses make
you scream, make you dance, in a kind of crescendo”;
and of the circulation of emotions and affections
between music, the musicians, the space and the
bodies of the others who dance. “I was brought to
tears, all the people were in favour, close to the stage,
you could see the good vibes of those who were pla-
ying, of the people around.” Rock “makes it easier”,
“it short-circuits you”, “everything flows”. It is a
“shared,” “tribal” ecstasy, which is what they refer
to when they talk about jumping when others jump,
something that everyone does, or about “the energy
and intimacy” of joining in a pogo, a dance that
sometimes half of the interviewees do: “I am putting
my body against yours, I am elbowing you, but at the
same time it is an intimacy”, it is “joy with energy,”
“very communal, vibrating energy and rubbing you,
making a kind of contact”. All the participants talk
about the connection between rock and energy, and
how that energy circulates through the sound space
of the concert and energizes their bodies, as Silvia
Martinez (1999) describes and analyses in her studies
on heavy music and its fans.

This pleasure of dancing is felt as “moments of hap-
piness” in common with what has been found in
research on dance experiences of other music, such
as electronic music (Lasén, 2003, Leste, 2020), and
also as “being free, completely free”, a freedom that
translates into a complex articulation of connections
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and disconnections, “dancing at a concert connects
me with myself”, while that connection can mean
that “you forget your things”.

The difference for me is that rock is a feeling
and you escape,

you escape and dream at the same time,
you're dancing

there at the concert

and you're thinking about your things,
your dreams

and your projects,

and you’re like flying,

in quotes,

and you let yourself go a little.

It’s a bit of an escape route for me.

Even if you're with your companions, your
friends,

it’s being alone,

it’s a feeling of being independent,

in quotes,

or being on your own,

and being fine with yourself alone

because you're flying a little

and thinking about your projects and your
dreams.

It relaxes me,

it makes me feel good,

it relaxes me,

it makes me disconnect from the world
and there I am, listening to the music,
and I'm with my companions the same,
but at the same time I’m somewhere else,
somewhere floating wonderfully.

(Julio, 46)

I feel very happy,

it’s like a meditation,

you don’t think about anything,

you don’t see what’s going on around you,
you forget about your things

and you only think about music,

in connection with music and musicians
(Mariano, 65)
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Dancing involves a change in body disposition that
leads to other sensations and emotions, as the inter-
viewed people acknowledge: it changes your mood,
it prepares you for something different. “You lose
yourself in the music and you start to feel the music
instead of feeling what you felt before [...] anger or
stress dissipates with dancing”.

Although people identify rock music with
anger, aaarggg,

for me it can go from feeling angry to feeling
very relaxed,

from being stressed to feeling happy and
upbeat,

maybe that’s the reason why I dance [at home]
when I associate it with getting ready for
something different.

(Tom, 49)

Listening to music in dance orients oneself, in the
sense that Sara Ahmed (2019) gives to this term in her
queer phenomenology, affecting how bodies inhabit
spaces, in this case the sound spaces of the dance
floor, the concert, or the home transfigured by music
and dance, and how spaces are extended in bodies,
affecting social relations and gender choreographies.

The participants’ stories exemplify the experience
of eroticism according to Georges Bataille (1979),
which responds to the interiority of desire and
throws us outside of ourselves, which makes us ex-
perience being inside and out of place at the same
time, causing a break. An imbalance, “in eroticism
I'lose myself,” says Bataille, as our interviewees lose
themselves and connect in rock dance. Eroticism
leads to indistinction, to the confusion of different
objects, to the substitution of the isolation of being
by a feeling of profound continuity. Writing from a
very different position from Bataille, Audre Lorde
(1978) also underlines the inner character of eroti-
cism and its power, “firmly rooted in the power of
our unexpressed and yet-to-be-recognised feelings”.
But the mobility of bodies and subjectivities, as well
as their relational character, make it not so easy or
obvious to recognise the boundaries between interior
and exterior, as we hear in our interviews. Eroticism
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arouses nostalgia for the fullness and intensity ex-
perienced, which appears in the interviews in the
desire and nostalgia to find oneself dancing again at
a concert. Eroticism as an invitation to “live from the
inside out”, listening to desires, allowing us to let the
power of the erotic illuminate our way of relating to
the world, in an impulse that exceeds limits, inclu-
ding those of gender norms. Bataille’s phrases reso-
nate with the words of the participants.

We talk about eroticism whenever a human being
behaves in a way that is clearly contrary to the
usual behaviours and judgements. Eroticism
reveals the reverse side of a fagcade whose correct
appearance is never denied; on that reverse side
feelings, body parts and ways of being are revealed
and make us feel ashamed.

(1979: 115).

According to these authors, the power of eroticism,
such as experienced when dancing, helps to free oneself
from the suffering, self-denial and dullness caused
by the normative order. In this case, the eroticism of
rock and dance allows the norms of masculinity to be
relaxed, as Eduardo Leste (2020) observes in men who
dance to other music in his research on the Madrid
Neobakala scene, where the conjunction of dance,
music, drugs, and partying suspends everyday roles and
allows masculinity to be “relaxed” as well, suspending
social differences and interconnecting participants.

For Dyer (1979/2021), the materialism of music such
as disco or rock refers, in addition to the prominence
of the materiality of the bodies that resonate and vi-
brate, to the acceptance and celebration of the world,
which we find in these experiences of connection
and harmony when dancing rock. The immanence
and insignificance of these kinds of music and their
experiences are a condition of their politics, where
the will to provoke pleasure, emotions and shared
body experiences different from everyday normality
prevails, and not that of expressing transcendent
truths. This conception of the utopian, political and
combative dimension of the dance floor, as a space
where other ways of doing, feeling and relating can
be experienced, another performativity of the body
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and gender, is a common thread in the analysis of
dance cultures (Gilbert, 2006; Gilbert and Pearson,
1999; Pini, 2001; Lawrence, 2006, Lasén, 2003, Leste
2020) as well as the centrality of the party and the
dance floor as the future of revolt and dissent to
sex and gender norms in queer strategies (Hamil-
ton 2019; Lopez Castilla, 2015, 2018; Peraino, 200S5;
Leibetseder, 2012).

CONCLUSION. QUEER POTENTIAL OF DANCING ROCK
Dance, like other phenomena considered feminine,
has received little theoretical and analytical, histori-
cal, aesthetic and sociological attention, which is
necessary to be considered a significant social practice
(Foster, 1998). This situation favours the articulation
between feminism, gender studies and dance stu-
dies, since they all imply a critique of logocentrism
by focusing on the body, as well as a critique of the
sexist consideration of bodies and practices. Dance
changes places and changes location, after its pas-
sage the site is not recognized, it is an example of a
disruptive, agile and contingent strategy, an ad hoc
tactic of resistance against hegemonic practices and
expectations.

In this research, we find these aspects of dance in
the male discomfort of the body out of place with
respect to the normative attributes of masculinity,
when dancing and being the object of the gaze of
others, also performing movements that draw atten-
tion to the body, with the risk of emergence of shame
as a situation in which one feels, and is visible, as
inappropriate (Kimmel, 1994). The observations of
Iris Marion Young (2004) on the differences in the
ways of knowing through touch or through gaze
are also useful to understand this situation, both
the positive sensations of dance described, as well
as the discomfort of the body out of place. Since
tactility unites in the same action and experience,
touching and being touched, one cannot separate
the passive from the active, nor the interior from
the exterior, it does not allow the distance of the
visual ways of knowing, nor the separation between
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object and subject, challenging those oppositions on
which gender is also based, the opposition between
masculine and feminine.

According to Lorde, contact with eroticism makes
women rebel against the acceptance of powerlessness
and affective states such as resignation, humiliation,
despair, depression and self-denial. If we extend this
question to our research with adult white men, we
must ask ourselves what consequences can be brought
about by weakening the norms of the power of eroti-
cism inherent to the body experiences of dance:
what is destabilized, how it affects their normal and
normative impositions and dispositions, and whether
these situations of plenitude, linked not to control
but to abandonment and to sensitive and affective
intensity, provoke both pleasure and discomfort,
that discomfort that seems to be the effect of rock
eroticism on dance for these men.

Music participates in the configuration, concep-
tualization and representation of subjectivity and
identity, in the normalization of subjects and subjec-
tivities. But these power relations, which are expe-
rienced in listening and dancing, are also potentially
destabilizing and facilitate moments of disorientation
such as those we have described, in that discomfort
and feeling out of place. We can call queer the emer-
gence of these experiences, that strange feeling when
dancing or dancing strange, which question both
the heterosexual norm and the binary gender and
the claim of stability and naturalization of gender
identities and subjectivities. Understanding queer as
defined by Eve KosofskySedgwick (1993: 8): the open
web of possibilities, gaps, interruptions, overlaps,
dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of
meaning, when the constituent elements of gender
or sexuality do not have, or cannot be made to have,
a monolithic meaning.
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Music as a technique, and also an erotic one, has
the potential to question gender, its categories and
meanings, as well as sexual identities, thanks to its
resistance to legibility (Peraino, 2005). The anxiety
and ambivalences that music and musical practices
arouse in relation to gender and sexuality, as well as
the multiple moral panics about this relationship
from the origins of rock’n’roll to trap, refer to this
queer potential, this double character of making and
unmaking gender and sexual norm. The instability
of sexuality and gender contributes to their appeal
and cultural work, also as an opportunity for conflict
between discipline and desire, both in performers
and listeners and dancers. An instability recognized
in its double effect of pleasure and restlessness, almost
always inexplicable, by the participants in the research
when describing their dance experiences, where they
experience the disruption of the repetition of move-
ments and bodily orientations considered masculine.

The discomfort of feeling inappropriate, out of place,
disoriented, together with the ambivalent pleasure
of getting lost and thus connecting with the body
and the sound space make up the queer potential
of the dance experiences described. Discomfort is a
revealing sign of the potential political transforma-
tion of a practice for those in positions of privilege
(Azpiazu, 2017). In this case, it would be a form of
disorientation regarding normative heterosexual
masculinity, which is not lived in a completely con-
scious and explicit way by these men. As Aspiazu
reminds us, masculinity cannot be approached only
from an aesthetic or identity point of view without
dealing with the power and privileged position of
men. A productive discomfort that questions one’s
own practices and transforms gender power rela-
tions requires that dancing be not only pleasurable
and disorienting for men, but also a disempowering
experience.
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ABSTRACT

This piece weaves together three separate areas of research and shows how baby boomers’ lifetime of deep engagement with music
and music fandom are resources that can be leveraged by fans, families, and healthcare professionals to extend healthspan, mitigate
loneliness, and otherwise improve quality of life for this first generation of “old fans” and those that follow.

First, drawing on an in-depth qualitative study of Beatles fandom, | will show that the band’s constant presence in the culture and
in boomers'’ lives through six critical years of development had a profound and enduring impact, and that this experience has been
a lifelong resource for resiliency and well-being. Then, looking at research in neuromusicology and music therapy, | will show the
many ways music functions as a health technology for older adults. Finally, looking at these issues in light of current and predicted
decline in cognitive functioning and other indicators of well-being in this generation, this article proposes that boomers are uniquely
primed and positioned to benefit from the therapeutic use of music for overall health and as support for the gerotranscendent stage
of adult development.

Keywords: gerotranscendence, Beatles fandom, well-being, music therapy, cognitive decline, boomer health
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INTRODUCTION

Aunique confluence of technological, demographic,
and other cultural factors—a “perfect storm”—made
possible the frisson that occurred when the Beatles
emerged on the world stage in 1964 and instantly
became ubiquitous. Global media debated Beatle-
mania’s impact on young people, critiqued their
music, and probed their personal lives. Meanwhile,
through extraordinary talent and modern marke-
ting, the Beatles proceeded to enchant a generation.
They opened young people’s ears to music and made
it a necessity in ways it had not been for previous
generations. (Leonard, 2015).

The Beatles were a constant, joyful presence in the lives
of millions of predominantly white baby boomers,
offering a compelling and complicated nonstop flow
of music, images, and ideas during six critical years

of child, adolescent, and young adult development.
The wraparound experience of hearing and watching
the Beatles evolve in real time had an impact on tens
of millions of first-generation fans—now in their six-
ties and seventies—that was profound and enduring.

Other artists from that era also have a loyal aging
fan base—Bob Dylan, The Rolling Stones, David
Bowie, and those mentioned in the quote below
come to mind. But the Beatles’ cultural authority
and omnipresence in the sixties so informed the
zeitgeist of boomers’ formative years that the band
still holds positive resonance for older adults across
an eighteen-year age range, no matter what else they
were listening to. A female fan born in 1946 recalled:

I had a dear friend who smoked pot, loved the
Grateful Dead, wore Eastern dresses, and knew
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nothing about politics. I was political and
countercultural and I didn’t use drugs. But we
both liked the Beatles. (Leonard, 2016, p. 153).

This fan, a male twelve years younger, put it this way:

Not everyone was listening to the same thing
anymore—there were more options—Cream,
Hendrix, Simon and Garfunkel, the Doors,
the Monkees. But the Beatles were a common
denominator regardless of what else you listened
to. (Leonard, 2016, p. 153).

Along with the Beatles and other music of conse-
quence, the post-war generation in the US grew up
with great expectations—despite Cold War “duck
and cover” drills, Vietnam, assassinations, and civil
unrest. A cool young president promised this first
tv generation a man on the moon by the end of
the decade, and science delivered. The oppressive
conformity of the post-war years was yielding to an
ethos of greater personal freedom.

Landmark voting rights legislation was passed and
Johnson’s social welfare agenda lifted millions out
of poverty. College was affordable for those who
wanted to go. Emergent styles in the arts offered
more expansive visions of the human experience.
Baby boomers were infused with Great Society op-
timism while rejoicing in a pop music renaissance,
devouring and cherishing texts that heralded a new
era of human flourishing.

The West did enter a new era, but it was not the Age
of Aquarius many were hoping for. Backlash to the
liberalizing trends of the 1960s ushered in neolibera-
lism and a drastic cultural shift away from intrinsic
and towards extrinsic values. After forty years of
deregulation, market-driven individualism, soaring
income inequality, and underfunded social supports,
many of those great expectations have gone unmet,
though hope is not necessarily abandoned.

The good news is that this generation of older adults
are better educated, smoke less, are more inclined
to exercise, and have longer life expectancy than
previous generations. Many are “aging successfully,”

DEBATS - Annual Review, 9 - 2024 — 63

a somewhat problematic concept (Calasanti, 2016)
which, most basically, means free of disability or
disease, high cognitive and physical abilities, and
meaningful interactions with others (Rowe and Kahn,
1987). The bad news is that a recent study shows
reduced levels of cognitive functioning in boomers
compared to previous generations (Zheng, 2021).

Contributing to this reduced cognitive functio-
ning are lower household wealth, lower likelihood
of marriage, higher levels of loneliness, depression
and psychiatric problems, and more cardiovascular
risk factors, including obesity, physical inactivity,
hypertension, stroke, diabetes, and heart disease.
Further, it is predicted that cognitive impairment
will become more common as the cohort ages. The
increasing suicide rate is a concern as well (Krans,
2016).

Governments and other institutions around the
world are ill-prepared for so many people living so
much longer in states of economic precarity and poor
health. Efforts to address the needs of this population
are too often characterized by siloed, privatized ap-
proaches, tech solutionism, ageism, and an emphasis
on lean efficiency to maximize profit.

In 1971, David Bowie advised young music fans to
“look out” because “pretty soon now” they were
“gonna get older.” And here we are. But the life-
enhancing aspects of music fandom—awesome aural
experiences, sharing a passion with others, playfully
engaging with texts, examining artifacts—become
even more potent and valuable with age. Fandom
expands into a different kind of resource, meeting
a wider range of needs.

Recognizing that baby boomer identity and world-
view were uniquely and extremely informed by the
music of their youth, a growing body of research on
fandom across the life course has emerged since Har-
rington and Bielby (2010) first introduced insights
from gerontology into fan studies and called on
others to do the same.
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There is now a rapidly expanding literature on aging
fans, much of it focusing on how the meaning, enact-
ment, and experience of fan identity change with
age (see for example, Vroomen, 2004; Bennett, 2013;
Kotarba, 2013; Harrington & Bielby, 2017). This work
is important for our understanding of the interplay
between media, fan practices, and adult identity in
later life. But with 10,000 boomers turning sixty-five
every day (America Counts, 2019), their ongoing en-
gagement with the music of their youth is a valuable
resource with broad, societal implications.

Drawing on Beatleness: How the Beatles and Their Fans
Remade the World (Leonard 2016), I will show how
boomers’ experience of growing up with the Beatles
is stored deeply in their consciousness as a lifelong
resource for resiliency and well-being, and that this
generation’s lifetime of deep engagement with music
and music fandom are resources that can be lever-
aged by fans themselves, families, and health-care
professionals to extend healthspan, mitigate loneli-
ness, maximize engagement, and otherwise improve
quality of life for this first generation of “old fans”
and those that follow.

BEATLES AND BOOMERS: A UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP

The Beatles came to play arole in fans’ lives that fits
no existing category. Its scale, duration, and intensity
distinguish it from other parasocial relationships.
Many said the Beatles were not merely “like” fa-
mily but were as important to them as family. A male
fan born in 1950 explained: “They were more than
a band; they were like your relatives. You felt close
to them and knew so much about them. They were
family. Tidentified with them intensely, and trusted
them.” A male fan five years younger, said, “They had
as big or maybe even bigger impact on me than close
family members” (Leonard, 2016, p. 255).

Several said the Beatles were like “surrogate parents,”
filling emotional voids and providing comfort their
real parents could not. A female fan born in 1949
said, “My parents were alcoholics and there was lots
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of stress in the house. The Beatles took me away and
made me happy” (p. 263).

Many felt the Beatles “had more interesting and use-
ful things to say” than anyone else in their lives. A
male fan also born in 1949, said, “I was learning more
from them than I was from my father, who always
called me a schmuck. They were guys older than me
who understood things I was trying to understand”
(p- 263). A female fan born in 1958 whose mother
was “a career woman at a time when nobody’s mom
worked” said she and her siblings raised themselves,
and “spent a lot of time alone listening to the Bea-
tles” (p. 263).

Fans were grateful for the hope the Beatles provided
during hard times and “took comfort in knowing
the Beatles were in the world” (p. 255). A male fan
born in 1950 said, “When [ was young and [ wanted
to harm myself, they made me so glad and happy.
I wanted to be alive so I could hear them. If not for
them life would have been horrible for me” (p. 264).
A male fan born in 1949 said, “They helped keep me
sane during a turbulent period in which my family
suffered several deaths and illnesses. I internalized
qualities I admired in them and drew great strength
from my identification with them” (p. 256).

The Beatles provided a way for awkward or quirky
young people to be “accepted into a group for the
first time” and many “still feel grateful to them” for
that as well (p. 262). The Beatles were the friend who
accepts you and “never judges you” (p. 263). As one
female fan born in 1954 recalled, “They were my
salvation until I could find real people who would
make me feel like they made me feel.” Asked how
they made her feel, she said, “Understood; that I
was okay the way I was” (p. 263). The Beatles made
fans feel validated and supported as individuals. A
female fan born in 1952 recalled:

EverythingIdid, all the phases I went through,
I followed and I actually learned from them. I
think they were my friends when I was growing
up. They made me feel special. Even though I
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didn’t know them personally, it was like they
were right there (p. 263).

The Beatles’ message to a male fan born in 1957 was,
“It’s okay to take chances and push the envelope.” A
female fan of the same age heard, “Stand up for what
you believe” (p. 261). Fans heard the Beatles saying,
“Be yourself,” “Be confident in who you are,” “Follow
your dreams,” “Don’t let the world drag you down,”
and “Don’t be afraid to be different” (p. 262).

Fans of all ages thought they were “the perfect age to
be part of it.” A male fan born in 1951 said:

I have always felt that I couldn’t have been luckier
than to be born in the summer of 1951. Being fully
into them was a teenage, adolescent experience
that was unique to our generation. The Beatles
were and still are the biggest and best thing that
has ever ha-ppened in my life. (p. 258)

The earliest memories of mid to late boomers are
infused with Beatles. A female fan born in 1955 said,
“They enhanced my childhood. They gave me some-
thing to hope for. They entertained me, but they also
made my little bubble bigger—more worldly and
attractive. They made us feel cool and bigger and
older than we were, like we could be part of this.”

A female fan born in 1961, one of the youngest in-
terviewees said, “I have a powerful attachment to
them because I was becoming a conscious human
being at the time when they were everywhere.”
But the impact at the other end of the age range
was also significant. A male fan born in 1947 said,
“They made me question accomplishment without
fulfillment.”

Gratitude and joy are mentioned frequently. Fans
“can’t overestimate” or “express” the amount of joy
the Beatles brought them. It’s a feeling they “never
want to let go of” (p. 264). A female fan born in 1957
says she was “hardwired for joy with the Beatles.”
The overriding emotion is also joy for this female
fan born in 1951: “They brought me so much joy
when I was growing up, and still do” (p. 264.) A male
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fan born in 1956 remembers the Beatles bringing
forth new emotions: “I always felt in my heart that
they were very special and meaningful to me. They
sparked something in me that was new—inspiration,
excitement, joy, happiness” (p. 264).

Fans cite moments that, for them, capture what one
female fan born in 1961called “the shimmer of joy”
in their music: the cowbell on “A Hard Day’s Night,”
the hand claps on “Eight Days a Week,” the feedback
on “I Feel Fine,” the fuzz bass on “Think For Yourself,”
the count-in on “Taxman,” the alarm clock on “A
Day in the Life,” the harmony on “Because,” or, back
to the beginning, Lennon and McCartney singing
unison on the chorus of “She Loves You”—a record
described by one female fan as “pure joy on a piece
of plastic.” (pp. 264-265)

It’s quite common for fans to say “I grew up with
them” because of the band’s ubiquity during the
sixties. A male fan born in 1956 recalled, “They were
part of the fabric of your life, the backdrop.” A male
fan born in 1948 described it this way: “You brushed
your teeth, you went to the bathroom, you went to
school, you listened to the Beatles” (p. 139).

The phrase “I grew up with them,” captures not only
the band’s constant presence but how they stimu-
lated fans’ intellectual, emotional, social, aesthetic,
and spiritual development. As a female fan born in
1956 explains, “I grew up with them and because
of them. They’d put something out there and I was
ready to receive it” (p. 256). A female fan born in
1961 said, “As a Beatle fan, your mind is open to
possibilities, more and sooner” (p. 257). Through
their songs and their own high-profile seeking they
encouraged fans to question and quest. Several fans
said, “They made us think about things in different
ways” (p. 257).

The Beatles’ output functioned as an alternative cur-
riculum, a spiraling curriculum to wander through
repeatedly, getting something new each time yet
also enjoying its familiarity. Now in their sixties and
seventies, fans are still doing this.
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The Beatles kept fans in the zone of proximal deve-
lopment (Vygotsky 1978) where material just beyond
their grasp is understood with the help of older peers.
Early on, fans came to expect the Beatles to provide
them with joyful, immersive experiences, and by
repeatedly exceeding those expectations the Beatles
created delight.

A reservoir of trust was established, ensuring fan
engagement as the band’s output required more
work. Even those who said they were frightened
by “Strawberry Fields Forever” were nevertheless
in-trigued and kept listening (Leonard, 2017). The
Beatles challenged this generation in a wholly
unique way.

The Beatles trip to India to study meditation in 1968
captured the attention of fans and the world press.
Many younger fans remember thinking “it was part
of their mystique.” Others thought they “needed
guidance” or “just didn’t want to be bothered any-
more” (Leonard, 2016, p. 158). Some thought the
Beatles “were lucky to have the money to travel to
places like India and seek truth, not caring what
anyone thought” (158). A male fan, age seventeen
at the time, said the Beatles “made everyone think
about aspiring to spiritual enlightenment” (p. 159).

Recalling the Beatles trip to India at its fiftieth an-

niversary, American Veda (2010) author Philip Gold-

berg said,
It was as though planet Earth tilted on its axis
in February 1968, allowing India’s ancient
wisdom to flow more easily and quickly to the
West. The infusion would impact healthcare,
psychology, neuroscience, and especially the
way we understand and engage our spirituality.
(Goldberg, 2018)

Spirituality remains part of the Beatles meaning
for fans of all ages (Leonard, 2021). But spiritual
themes in their music and the phenomenon itself may
have special relevance for older fans as a resource for
moving towards gerotranscendence, a stage of adult
development which will be discussed further below.
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Fans had strong reactions to news of the Beatles
breakup in April of 1970. A female fan, age fifteen
at the time, remembers the day vividly: “It was my
mother’s fortieth birthday party that day; I was devas-
tated, like someone died. I sat in my room and cried.
I was heartbroken” (Leonard, 2016, p. 246). Another
female fan, also fifteen at the time, explained “it was
like your parents getting divorced; you were never
alone in the house and always felt safe, then one day
they break up and you’re devastated.” Many said it
was “like losing a family member.” (p. 246)

A male fan, age fifteen at the time recalled, “It’s like
they were saying ‘the seventies are starting, you're

m

on your own’” (p. 253). A male fan age, eighteen at

the time, put it this way:

I was heartbroken when they broke up. I was
graduating high school and going off to college.
I was starting a new chapter of my life, and the
thing I had to hang on to was gone.  had to grow
up but I continued to carry them inside me. They

are part of me and always will be. (p. 253)

BEATLES FAN PRACTICES

What Beatles publicist Derek Taylor referred to as
“the twentieth century’s greatest romance” (1996,
p- 3) continues into the twenty-first.

Fans from all over the world discuss the Beatles 24/7
on social media, where an interesting post can elicit
hundreds of comments in minutes. These conver-
sations are stimulating for fans of all ages, but for
lifelong fans, reviewing lived history and joyful ex-
periences that still hold positive energy functions
as a kind of reminiscence therapy, which has been
shown to relieve depressive symptoms and improve
well-being (Routledge et al., 2016).

Though the connection is virtual, it reduces loneli-
ness because something personally meaningful is
shared (Hari, 2018). In addition, nostalgic experiences
increase confidence and motivation, and disrupt
thought patterns that perpetuate loneliness (Abeyta
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etal., 2020). Often considered a reactionary response
to discontent in the present, nostalgic reflection is
a way of accessing meaningful memories from the
past in order to approach the future with greater
purpose (FioRito and Routledge, 2020).

Though most fans discussing the Beatles on social
media have never met, or perhaps see each other
occasionally at Beatles events, shared love for the
Beatles is a basis for genuine friendship, even among
people who might have little else in common. When
someone becomes ill or shares the loss of a parent
or a beloved pet, others post heartfelt responses.
Posters thank their “Beatle family” for the support.
This fan, a child of seven when Beatlemania erupted,
put it this way:
The Beatles have made my life joyous. My children
listen to the Beatles, my home is filled with Beatles
memorabilia as well as music. They taught me
about love and kindness and how music can touch
my heart. The internet has connected me to other
fans and a world of new friends. (Leonard, 2016,
p- 271)

Fans share pictures of their Beatle rooms, spaces of
refuge from life’s stressors, where they’re surrounded
by images and objects with deeply personal yet shared
meaning. Though not all fans have the luxury of a
Beatle room, fans display Beatle images in their homes
for the same reasons family photos are displayed: to
elicit feelings of love, gratitude, and self-continuity.
A casual glance can provide a comforting interlude.

For first generation fans, the Beatles have been the
most consistent, enduring, and unfailing thing in
their lives, aside from their own sense of continuous
self—and the two are intertwined. Friends, spouses,
and jobs come and go, children grow up and move
away, yet “side two” of Abbey Road is as reliably plea-
sing—if not more so due to remastering—as it was a
half a century ago.

Beatles tourism generates £82 million annually for
the city of Liverpool, and the Beatles-related economy
is expected to continue growing long into the future
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(Liverpool Echo, 2016). Standing at the shelter in the
middle of the roundabout at Penny Lane is affirming
and satisfying because it makes real what the song
conjured in imagination countless times.

Fans feel both privileged and humbled seeing the
Beatles childhood homes. That these homes, some
rather ordinary, are historic “blue plaque” sites af-
firms fans’ belief in the Beatles’ historical significance
and fans’ own sense of being part of history. These
feelings are empowering and can mitigate the ageism
that considers fannishness inappropriate in adults.

Many fans look forward to remastered music and buy
it as soon as its available, despite having purchased
it in many previous formats over the years. Demos
and outtakes reveal the Beatles’ creative processes
and offer glimpses into the mysteries of their craft.
Candid banter is of great interest because fans gain
insight into who they are as real people.

Part of the appeal of Peter Jackson’s Get Back (2021)
—documenting the band’s daily activity in the weeks
leading up to their last live performance on the
Apple rooftop on January 30, 1969—is that it includes
demos, outtakes, and banter. The music and images
of the embodied Beatles are primordially familiar
yet still seems fresh.

Since 1974, Mark Lapidos has been convening fans
for three days of “Beatleing” at the Fest for Beatle
Fans, which takes place annually in New York and
Chicago. The Fest draws fans of all ages from all
over the US and beyond for live Beatles music, panel
discussions, author presentations, films, vendors,
art shows, trivia contests, and most importantly, to
just be with other fans. Attendees say it’s the “three
of the best days of the year” and they “can’t ask for
a better vacation” (Leonard, p. 272).

Attending these gatherings is an act of self-care.
Fan practices—sharing things one finds meaning-
ful, listening to favorite music, group singing and
music-making, engaging with texts, reminiscing,
moving to music—are all health-promoting. The
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fans jamming all night in the lobby may be losing
sleep but they’re preventing the cognitive decline of
healthy aging (Roman-Caballero et al., 2018).

ARESOURCE FOR WELL-BEING

Documentaries like Alive Inside (Rossato-Bennett,
2014) and the work of Daniel Levitan (2019) and
Oliver Sacks (2007) have raised public awareness
about the power of music. Yet, boomers’ lifelong
engagement with the Beatles and other music is
an underutilized resource for addressing cognitive
decline and other health issues.

Musical leisure activities and music therapy have
many potential benefits for cognitive, motor, emo-
tional, and social functioning for normal aging as
well as for older people with neurological illnesses
such as stroke and dementia (Sdrkdmo 2018). Simply
listen-ing to favorite music improves brain plasti-
city and may have long-lasting effects. (Fischer et
al., 2021).

For many music fans now in their sixties and se-
venties, the practice of listening to music fell away
gradually over years of work and family responsibil-
ties. Today, internalized ageism may inhibit boomers
from expressing enthusiasm about the music of
their youth because it doesn’t seem age appropriate.
A Beatleness interviewee born in 1953 who “didn’t
have much to do with the Beatles for long stretches
of time” (Leonard 2016, p. 270) realized an important
source of joy had been missing from her life.

A 2016 study found millennials listen to 75% more
music than boomers (Resnickoff, P. 2016). More re-
cently, a 2019 study by Deloitte found only 20% of
boomers subscribe to a music streaming service, and
they value the service least among all ages groups
(Ciampa, 2019). No reasons are offered but it’s a
worthwhile research question. Perhaps boomers per-
ceive an unwanted agent interfering in their intimate
relationship with music. Artful album covers and
liner notes are absent from the music streaming ex-
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perience, perhaps making it less appealing for some.
Technostress could also be a factor (Nimrod, 2018).

Based on my own experience as a volunteer working
with healthy people in their seventies and beyond
living alone in the community, people this age have
enormous interest in learning how to stream music
and make playlists. They will eagerly tell you who
their favorite artists are. Music streaming services
like Spotify should consider offering discounts to
older adults, as they do for students.

Musicologist Even Ruud considers music a “cultural
immunogen,” something people use in their everyday
lives to improve their health and well-being. (Ruud,
2013). Thinking about the millions of older adults
whose well-being would be enhanced by reconnec-
ting with the Beatles or any music they love, several
strategies come to mind.

Adult children could ensure aging parents, especially
those living alone, have frictionless access to their
favorite music. And while it may seem less impo-
tant than social security numbers and passwords,
adult children should know what songs their aging
parents’ would be most responsive to. That informa-
tion is important for music therapists working with
Alzheimer’s or stroke patients who may not be able
to communicate but will respond to music stored
deeply in memory.

In primary care settings, providers could take a mo-
ment to ask older adults if they have access to music
and encourage them to listen on a regular basis. In
addition to the health benefits of making patients
feel cared for in a personal, holistic way, it could
hasten a cultural shift, beginning with this first “rock
generation,” that routinely encourages music for
well-being and integrates it into care practices when
appropriate.

Family members could also be sure loved ones in
residential care have access to music, even if they
have to provide it for them. Research shows “wash
and feed” and “too busy” mindsets are barriers to
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the widespread therapeutic use of music despite
awareness of its known benefits to both residents
and staff. (Garrido et al., 2021, p.1197). An older fans’
encounter with the Beatles scrapbook they lovingly
curated as a teenager, or other memorabilia, could
activate memories and encourage communication.

Because hearing is the last sense to go, favorite music
can also ease the process of dying. As Harrington
observes in her study of fandom and the US death
system, “the potential remains for fannish identities
and practices up to the moment of death” (2019, 197).

Music is also useful for pain management, with no
side effects. According to Tia DeNora’s research on
music as a medium of consciousness and a “health
technology,” people suffering from chronic illness
can use music to “instill courage” and a different
attitude toward pain (2015, p. 112). Perhaps ad-
ding music therapy to care plans could mitigate the
“silent epidemic of chronic pain in older adults”
(Domenichiello and Ramsden, 2019) and the associa-
ted problem of polypharmacy (Yeager et al., 2020).

Online social learning platforms have been effective
in connecting older adults with shared interests, thus
mitigating the negative impact of the social isola-
tion necessitated by the pandemic. (Heape, 2021) I
led a 12-week series called “Growing Up With the
Beatles” on one such platform where participants
shared stories as we listened to music, discussed ima-
ges, and moved through the Beatles timeline and
contemporaneous historical events.

Like the blue plaques on the Beatles’ homes, these
conversations—among people who are technically
strangers, yet aren’t—are empowering because they
situate boomers in proximity to events in collective
consciousness that are also uniquely theirs; events
they lived through and witnessed. The sessions tap
into rich veins of deeply stored memories and offer
opportunities for insight into former selves, adding
continuity and coherence to participants’ ongoing
personal narrative.
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Age brings added poignancy to reflection, often with
heightened spirituality and movement toward gero-
transcendence (Tornstam, 2011). With this stage of
development comes greater feelings of connection to
pastand future generations, less attachment to egoic
identity, and a shift away from materialistic concerns
and superficial relationships. Gerotranscendence
can also bring about “emancipated innocence”—a
playful, carefree state with little concern about the
judgement of others.

Music therapist Faith Halverson-Ramos uses music
in a variety of ways to support gerotranscendence,
noting that spiritual themes in Beatles’ songs such
as “The Word” and “Within You Without You,” may
be especially resonant for boomers (2019).

The enduring music fandom of older adults also
suggests new models of community living after re-
tirement. Ninety percent of boomers want to “age
in place” despite the potentially high cost of doing
so (Khalfani-Cox, 2017), and show little interest in
typical 55+ communities (Geber, 2021). Communi-
ties based on fan identity may hold the answer, as
evinced by the success of Jimmy Buffet’s Margari-
taville (Regan, 2021)—though many boomers would
find that particular aesthetic and lifestyle unappeal-
ing, unaffordable, or both.

Based on their study of aging Grateful Dead fans,
Adams and Harmon (2014) have explored the pos-
sibility of an intentional retirement community for
fans of the Grateful Dead, and conclude a community
based solely on musical taste might not be sufficiently
appealing but could serve as an initial filter for iden-
tifying subcommunities (Adams and Harmon, 2018).

Similarly, one could envision a retirement commu-
nity based on Beatles fandom as an initial filter for
identifying subcommunities (Leonard, n.d.). Age-
restricted communities follow an 80/20 rule in the
US, thus fan-based retirement communities would
be intergenerational, with significant benefits for
all involved. (Jacobs, 2021).
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Millions of boomers are raising grandchildren, star-
ting businesses, and volunteering in their com-
munities. Many are retired and thriving; many are
struggling. They’ve shed the great expectations of
their youth but have not abandoned hope. Many
want to stay healthy and engaged, working along-
side young people to preserve democracy and a
habitable planet.
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I'm not suggesting music or Beatles fandom are the
keys to health and happiness for today’s older adults,
or that it can mitigate the ravages of neoliberalism
or of unhealthy lifestyle choices (Shen 2019). But we
know that fan activity and listening to favorite music
bring joy and enhanced well-being to boomers’ lives
today—just as it did a half century ago—and should
be encouraged by those who care for and about them.
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INTRODUCTION

Aunique confluence of technological, demographic,
and other cultural factors—a “perfect storm”—made
possible the frisson that occurred when the Beatles
emerged on the world stage in 1964 and instantly
became ubiquitous. Global media debated Beatle-
mania’s impact on young people, critiqued their
music, and probed their personal lives. Meanwhile,
through extraordinary talent and modern marke-
ting, the Beatles proceeded to enchant a generation.
They opened young people’s ears to music and made
it a necessity in ways it had not been for previous
generations. (Leonard, 2015).

The Beatles were a constant, joyful presence in the lives
of millions of predominantly white baby boomers,
offering a compelling and complicated nonstop flow
of music, images, and ideas during six critical years

of child, adolescent, and young adult development.
The wraparound experience of hearing and watching
the Beatles evolve in real time had an impact on tens
of millions of first-generation fans—now in their six-
ties and seventies—that was profound and enduring.

Other artists from that era also have a loyal aging
fan base—Bob Dylan, The Rolling Stones, David
Bowie, and those mentioned in the quote below
come to mind. But the Beatles’ cultural authority
and omnipresence in the sixties so informed the
zeitgeist of boomers’ formative years that the band
still holds positive resonance for older adults across
an eighteen-year age range, no matter what else they
were listening to. A female fan born in 1946 recalled:

I had a dear friend who smoked pot, loved the
Grateful Dead, wore Eastern dresses, and knew
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nothing about politics. I was political and
countercultural and I didn’t use drugs. But we
both liked the Beatles. (Leonard, 2016, p. 153).

This fan, a male twelve years younger, put it this way:

Not everyone was listening to the same thing
anymore—there were more options—Cream,
Hendrix, Simon and Garfunkel, the Doors,
the Monkees. But the Beatles were a common
denominator regardless of what else you listened
to. (Leonard, 2016, p. 153).

Along with the Beatles and other music of conse-
quence, the post-war generation in the US grew up
with great expectations—despite Cold War “duck
and cover” drills, Vietnam, assassinations, and civil
unrest. A cool young president promised this first
tv generation a man on the moon by the end of
the decade, and science delivered. The oppressive
conformity of the post-war years was yielding to an
ethos of greater personal freedom.

Landmark voting rights legislation was passed and
Johnson’s social welfare agenda lifted millions out
of poverty. College was affordable for those who
wanted to go. Emergent styles in the arts offered
more expansive visions of the human experience.
Baby boomers were infused with Great Society op-
timism while rejoicing in a pop music renaissance,
devouring and cherishing texts that heralded a new
era of human flourishing.

The West did enter a new era, but it was not the Age
of Aquarius many were hoping for. Backlash to the
liberalizing trends of the 1960s ushered in neolibera-
lism and a drastic cultural shift away from intrinsic
and towards extrinsic values. After forty years of
deregulation, market-driven individualism, soaring
income inequality, and underfunded social supports,
many of those great expectations have gone unmet,
though hope is not necessarily abandoned.

The good news is that this generation of older adults
are better educated, smoke less, are more inclined
to exercise, and have longer life expectancy than
previous generations. Many are “aging successfully,”
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a somewhat problematic concept (Calasanti, 2016)
which, most basically, means free of disability or
disease, high cognitive and physical abilities, and
meaningful interactions with others (Rowe and Kahn,
1987). The bad news is that a recent study shows
reduced levels of cognitive functioning in boomers
compared to previous generations (Zheng, 2021).

Contributing to this reduced cognitive functio-
ning are lower household wealth, lower likelihood
of marriage, higher levels of loneliness, depression
and psychiatric problems, and more cardiovascular
risk factors, including obesity, physical inactivity,
hypertension, stroke, diabetes, and heart disease.
Further, it is predicted that cognitive impairment
will become more common as the cohort ages. The
increasing suicide rate is a concern as well (Krans,
2016).

Governments and other institutions around the
world are ill-prepared for so many people living so
much longer in states of economic precarity and poor
health. Efforts to address the needs of this population
are too often characterized by siloed, privatized ap-
proaches, tech solutionism, ageism, and an emphasis
on lean efficiency to maximize profit.

In 1971, David Bowie advised young music fans to
“look out” because “pretty soon now” they were
“gonna get older.” And here we are. But the life-
enhancing aspects of music fandom—awesome aural
experiences, sharing a passion with others, playfully
engaging with texts, examining artifacts—become
even more potent and valuable with age. Fandom
expands into a different kind of resource, meeting
a wider range of needs.

Recognizing that baby boomer identity and world-
view were uniquely and extremely informed by the
music of their youth, a growing body of research on
fandom across the life course has emerged since Har-
rington and Bielby (2010) first introduced insights
from gerontology into fan studies and called on
others to do the same.
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There is now a rapidly expanding literature on aging
fans, much of it focusing on how the meaning, enact-
ment, and experience of fan identity change with
age (see for example, Vroomen, 2004; Bennett, 2013;
Kotarba, 2013; Harrington & Bielby, 2017). This work
is important for our understanding of the interplay
between media, fan practices, and adult identity in
later life. But with 10,000 boomers turning sixty-five
every day (America Counts, 2019), their ongoing en-
gagement with the music of their youth is a valuable
resource with broad, societal implications.

Drawing on Beatleness: How the Beatles and Their Fans
Remade the World (Leonard 2016), I will show how
boomers’ experience of growing up with the Beatles
is stored deeply in their consciousness as a lifelong
resource for resiliency and well-being, and that this
generation’s lifetime of deep engagement with music
and music fandom are resources that can be lever-
aged by fans themselves, families, and health-care
professionals to extend healthspan, mitigate loneli-
ness, maximize engagement, and otherwise improve
quality of life for this first generation of “old fans”
and those that follow.

BEATLES AND BOOMERS: A UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP

The Beatles came to play arole in fans’ lives that fits
no existing category. Its scale, duration, and intensity
distinguish it from other parasocial relationships.
Many said the Beatles were not merely “like” fa-
mily but were as important to them as family. A male
fan born in 1950 explained: “They were more than
a band; they were like your relatives. You felt close
to them and knew so much about them. They were
family. Tidentified with them intensely, and trusted
them.” A male fan five years younger, said, “They had
as big or maybe even bigger impact on me than close
family members” (Leonard, 2016, p. 255).

Several said the Beatles were like “surrogate parents,”
filling emotional voids and providing comfort their
real parents could not. A female fan born in 1949
said, “My parents were alcoholics and there was lots
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of stress in the house. The Beatles took me away and
made me happy” (p. 263).

Many felt the Beatles “had more interesting and use-
ful things to say” than anyone else in their lives. A
male fan also born in 1949, said, “I was learning more
from them than I was from my father, who always
called me a schmuck. They were guys older than me
who understood things I was trying to understand”
(p- 263). A female fan born in 1958 whose mother
was “a career woman at a time when nobody’s mom
worked” said she and her siblings raised themselves,
and “spent a lot of time alone listening to the Bea-
tles” (p. 263).

Fans were grateful for the hope the Beatles provided
during hard times and “took comfort in knowing
the Beatles were in the world” (p. 255). A male fan
born in 1950 said, “When [ was young and [ wanted
to harm myself, they made me so glad and happy.
I wanted to be alive so I could hear them. If not for
them life would have been horrible for me” (p. 264).
A male fan born in 1949 said, “They helped keep me
sane during a turbulent period in which my family
suffered several deaths and illnesses. I internalized
qualities I admired in them and drew great strength
from my identification with them” (p. 256).

The Beatles provided a way for awkward or quirky
young people to be “accepted into a group for the
first time” and many “still feel grateful to them” for
that as well (p. 262). The Beatles were the friend who
accepts you and “never judges you” (p. 263). As one
female fan born in 1954 recalled, “They were my
salvation until I could find real people who would
make me feel like they made me feel.” Asked how
they made her feel, she said, “Understood; that I
was okay the way I was” (p. 263). The Beatles made
fans feel validated and supported as individuals. A
female fan born in 1952 recalled:

EverythingIdid, all the phases I went through,
I followed and I actually learned from them. I
think they were my friends when I was growing
up. They made me feel special. Even though I
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didn’t know them personally, it was like they
were right there (p. 263).

The Beatles’ message to a male fan born in 1957 was,
“It’s okay to take chances and push the envelope.” A
female fan of the same age heard, “Stand up for what
you believe” (p. 261). Fans heard the Beatles saying,
“Be yourself,” “Be confident in who you are,” “Follow
your dreams,” “Don’t let the world drag you down,”
and “Don’t be afraid to be different” (p. 262).

Fans of all ages thought they were “the perfect age to
be part of it.” A male fan born in 1951 said:

I have always felt that I couldn’t have been luckier
than to be born in the summer of 1951. Being fully
into them was a teenage, adolescent experience
that was unique to our generation. The Beatles
were and still are the biggest and best thing that
has ever ha-ppened in my life. (p. 258)

The earliest memories of mid to late boomers are
infused with Beatles. A female fan born in 1955 said,
“They enhanced my childhood. They gave me some-
thing to hope for. They entertained me, but they also
made my little bubble bigger—more worldly and
attractive. They made us feel cool and bigger and
older than we were, like we could be part of this.”

A female fan born in 1961, one of the youngest in-
terviewees said, “I have a powerful attachment to
them because I was becoming a conscious human
being at the time when they were everywhere.”
But the impact at the other end of the age range
was also significant. A male fan born in 1947 said,
“They made me question accomplishment without
fulfillment.”

Gratitude and joy are mentioned frequently. Fans
“can’t overestimate” or “express” the amount of joy
the Beatles brought them. It’s a feeling they “never
want to let go of” (p. 264). A female fan born in 1957
says she was “hardwired for joy with the Beatles.”
The overriding emotion is also joy for this female
fan born in 1951: “They brought me so much joy
when I was growing up, and still do” (p. 264.) A male
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fan born in 1956 remembers the Beatles bringing
forth new emotions: “I always felt in my heart that
they were very special and meaningful to me. They
sparked something in me that was new—inspiration,
excitement, joy, happiness” (p. 264).

Fans cite moments that, for them, capture what one
female fan born in 1961called “the shimmer of joy”
in their music: the cowbell on “A Hard Day’s Night,”
the hand claps on “Eight Days a Week,” the feedback
on “I Feel Fine,” the fuzz bass on “Think For Yourself,”
the count-in on “Taxman,” the alarm clock on “A
Day in the Life,” the harmony on “Because,” or, back
to the beginning, Lennon and McCartney singing
unison on the chorus of “She Loves You”—a record
described by one female fan as “pure joy on a piece
of plastic.” (pp. 264-265)

It’s quite common for fans to say “I grew up with
them” because of the band’s ubiquity during the
sixties. A male fan born in 1956 recalled, “They were
part of the fabric of your life, the backdrop.” A male
fan born in 1948 described it this way: “You brushed
your teeth, you went to the bathroom, you went to
school, you listened to the Beatles” (p. 139).

The phrase “I grew up with them,” captures not only
the band’s constant presence but how they stimu-
lated fans’ intellectual, emotional, social, aesthetic,
and spiritual development. As a female fan born in
1956 explains, “I grew up with them and because
of them. They’d put something out there and I was
ready to receive it” (p. 256). A female fan born in
1961 said, “As a Beatle fan, your mind is open to
possibilities, more and sooner” (p. 257). Through
their songs and their own high-profile seeking they
encouraged fans to question and quest. Several fans
said, “They made us think about things in different
ways” (p. 257).

The Beatles’ output functioned as an alternative cur-
riculum, a spiraling curriculum to wander through
repeatedly, getting something new each time yet
also enjoying its familiarity. Now in their sixties and
seventies, fans are still doing this.
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The Beatles kept fans in the zone of proximal deve-
lopment (Vygotsky 1978) where material just beyond
their grasp is understood with the help of older peers.
Early on, fans came to expect the Beatles to provide
them with joyful, immersive experiences, and by
repeatedly exceeding those expectations the Beatles
created delight.

A reservoir of trust was established, ensuring fan
engagement as the band’s output required more
work. Even those who said they were frightened by
“Strawberry Fields Forever” were nevertheless in-
trigued and kept listening (Leonard, 2017). The Beatles
challenged this generation in a wholly unique way.

The Beatles trip to India to study meditation in 1968
captured the attention of fans and the world press.
Many younger fans remember thinking “it was part
of their mystique.” Others thought they “needed
guidance” or “just didn’t want to be bothered any-
more” (Leonard, 2016, p. 158). Some thought the
Beatles “were lucky to have the money to travel to
places like India and seek truth, not caring what
anyone thought” (158). A male fan, age seventeen
at the time, said the Beatles “made everyone think
about aspiring to spiritual enlightenment” (p. 159).

Recalling the Beatles trip to India at its fiftieth an-

niversary, American Veda (2010) author Philip Gold-

berg said,
It was as though planet Earth tilted on its axis
in February 1968, allowing India’s ancient
wisdom to flow more easily and quickly to the
West. The infusion would impact healthcare,
psychology, neuroscience, and especially the
way we understand and engage our spirituality.
(Goldberg, 2018)

Spirituality remains part of the Beatles meaning
for fans of all ages (Leonard, 2021). But spiritual
themes in their music and the phenomenon itself may
have special relevance for older fans as a resource for
moving towards gerotranscendence, a stage of adult
development which will be discussed further below.
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Fans had strong reactions to news of the Beatles
breakup in April of 1970. A female fan, age fifteen
at the time, remembers the day vividly: “It was my
mother’s fortieth birthday party that day; I was devas-
tated, like someone died. I sat in my room and cried.
I was heartbroken” (Leonard, 2016, p. 246). Another
female fan, also fifteen at the time, explained “it was
like your parents getting divorced; you were never
alone in the house and always felt safe, then one day
they break up and you’re devastated.” Many said it
was “like losing a family member.” (p. 246)

A male fan, age fifteen at the time recalled, “It’s like
they were saying ‘the seventies are starting, you're

m

on your own’” (p. 253). A male fan age, eighteen at

the time, put it this way:

I was heartbroken when they broke up. I was
graduating high school and going off to college.
I was starting a new chapter of my life, and the
thing I had to hang on to was gone.  had to grow
up but I continued to carry them inside me. They

are part of me and always will be. (p. 253)

BEATLES FAN PRACTICES

What Beatles publicist Derek Taylor referred to as
“the twentieth century’s greatest romance” (1996,
p- 3) continues into the twenty-first.

Fans from all over the world discuss the Beatles 24/7
on social media, where an interesting post can elicit
hundreds of comments in minutes. These conver-
sations are stimulating for fans of all ages, but for
lifelong fans, reviewing lived history and joyful ex-
periences that still hold positive energy functions
as a kind of reminiscence therapy, which has been
shown to relieve depressive symptoms and improve
well-being (Routledge et al., 2016).

Though the connection is virtual, it reduces loneli-
ness because something personally meaningful is
shared (Hari, 2018). In addition, nostalgic experiences
increase confidence and motivation, and disrupt
thought patterns that perpetuate loneliness (Abeyta
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etal., 2020). Often considered a reactionary response
to discontent in the present, nostalgic reflection is
a way of accessing meaningful memories from the
past in order to approach the future with greater
purpose (FioRito and Routledge, 2020).

Though most fans discussing the Beatles on social
media have never met, or perhaps see each other
occasionally at Beatles events, shared love for the
Beatles is a basis for genuine friendship, even among
people who might have little else in common. When
someone becomes ill or shares the loss of a parent
or a beloved pet, others post heartfelt responses.
Posters thank their “Beatle family” for the support.
This fan, a child of seven when Beatlemania erupted,
put it this way:
The Beatles have made my life joyous. My children
listen to the Beatles, my home is filled with Beatles
memorabilia as well as music. They taught me
about love and kindness and how music can touch
my heart. The internet has connected me to other
fans and a world of new friends. (Leonard, 2016,
p- 271)

Fans share pictures of their Beatle rooms, spaces of
refuge from life’s stressors, where they’re surrounded
by images and objects with deeply personal yet shared
meaning. Though not all fans have the luxury of a
Beatle room, fans display Beatle images in their homes
for the same reasons family photos are displayed: to
elicit feelings of love, gratitude, and self-continuity.
A casual glance can provide a comforting interlude.

For first generation fans, the Beatles have been the
most consistent, enduring, and unfailing thing in
their lives, aside from their own sense of continuous
self—and the two are intertwined. Friends, spouses,
and jobs come and go, children grow up and move
away, yet “side two” of Abbey Road is as reliably plea-
sing—if not more so due to remastering—as it was a
half a century ago.

Beatles tourism generates £82 million annually for
the city of Liverpool, and the Beatles-related economy
is expected to continue growing long into the future
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(Liverpool Echo, 2016). Standing at the shelter in the
middle of the roundabout at Penny Lane is affirming
and satisfying because it makes real what the song
conjured in imagination countless times.

Fans feel both privileged and humbled seeing the
Beatles childhood homes. That these homes, some
rather ordinary, are historic “blue plaque” sites af-
firms fans’ belief in the Beatles’ historical significance
and fans’ own sense of being part of history. These
feelings are empowering and can mitigate the ageism
that considers fannishness inappropriate in adults.

Many fans look forward to remastered music and buy
it as soon as its available, despite having purchased
it in many previous formats over the years. Demos
and outtakes reveal the Beatles’ creative processes
and offer glimpses into the mysteries of their craft.
Candid banter is of great interest because fans gain
insight into who they are as real people.

Part of the appeal of Peter Jackson’s Get Back (2021)
—documenting the band’s daily activity in the weeks
leading up to their last live performance on the
Apple rooftop on January 30, 1969—is that it includes
demos, outtakes, and banter. The music and images
of the embodied Beatles are primordially familiar
yet still seems fresh.

Since 1974, Mark Lapidos has been convening fans
for three days of “Beatleing” at the Fest for Beatle
Fans, which takes place annually in New York and
Chicago. The Fest draws fans of all ages from all
over the US and beyond for live Beatles music, panel
discussions, author presentations, films, vendors,
art shows, trivia contests, and most importantly, to
just be with other fans. Attendees say it’s the “three
of the best days of the year” and they “can’t ask for
a better vacation” (Leonard, p. 272).

Attending these gatherings is an act of self-care.
Fan practices—sharing things one finds meaning-
ful, listening to favorite music, group singing and
music-making, engaging with texts, reminiscing,
moving to music—are all health-promoting. The
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fans jamming all night in the lobby may be losing
sleep but they’re preventing the cognitive decline of
healthy aging (Roman-Caballero et al., 2018).

ARESOURCE FOR WELL-BEING

Documentaries like Alive Inside (Rossato-Bennett,
2014) and the work of Daniel Levitan (2019) and
Oliver Sacks (2007) have raised public awareness
about the power of music. Yet, boomers’ lifelong
engagement with the Beatles and other music is
an underutilized resource for addressing cognitive
decline and other health issues.

Musical leisure activities and music therapy have
many potential benefits for cognitive, motor, emo-
tional, and social functioning for normal aging as
well as for older people with neurological illnesses
such as stroke and dementia (Sdrkdmo 2018). Simply
listen-ing to favorite music improves brain plasti-
city and may have long-lasting effects. (Fischer et
al., 2021).

For many music fans now in their sixties and se-
venties, the practice of listening to music fell away
gradually over years of work and family responsibil-
ties. Today, internalized ageism may inhibit boomers
from expressing enthusiasm about the music of
their youth because it doesn’t seem age appropriate.
A Beatleness interviewee born in 1953 who “didn’t
have much to do with the Beatles for long stretches
of time” (Leonard 2016, p. 270) realized an important
source of joy had been missing from her life.

A 2016 study found millennials listen to 75% more
music than boomers (Resnickoff, P. 2016). More re-
cently, a 2019 study by Deloitte found only 20% of
boomers subscribe to a music streaming service, and
they value the service least among all ages groups
(Ciampa, 2019). No reasons are offered but it’s a
worthwhile research question. Perhaps boomers per-
ceive an unwanted agent interfering in their intimate
relationship with music. Artful album covers and
liner notes are absent from the music streaming ex-
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perience, perhaps making it less appealing for some.
Technostress could also be a factor (Nimrod, 2018).

Based on my own experience as a volunteer working
with healthy people in their seventies and beyond
living alone in the community, people this age have
enormous interest in learning how to stream music
and make playlists. They will eagerly tell you who
their favorite artists are. Music streaming services
like Spotify should consider offering discounts to
older adults, as they do for students.

Musicologist Even Ruud considers music a “cultural
immunogen,” something people use in their everyday
lives to improve their health and well-being. (Ruud,
2013). Thinking about the millions of older adults
whose well-being would be enhanced by reconnec-
ting with the Beatles or any music they love, several
strategies come to mind.

Adult children could ensure aging parents, especially
those living alone, have frictionless access to their
favorite music. And while it may seem less impo-
tant than social security numbers and passwords,
adult children should know what songs their aging
parents’ would be most responsive to. That informa-
tion is important for music therapists working with
Alzheimer’s or stroke patients who may not be able
to communicate but will respond to music stored
deeply in memory.

In primary care settings, providers could take a mo-
ment to ask older adults if they have access to music
and encourage them to listen on a regular basis. In
addition to the health benefits of making patients
feel cared for in a personal, holistic way, it could
hasten a cultural shift, beginning with this first “rock
generation,” that routinely encourages music for
well-being and integrates it into care practices when
appropriate.

Family members could also be sure loved ones in
residential care have access to music, even if they
have to provide it for them. Research shows “wash
and feed” and “too busy” mindsets are barriers to
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the widespread therapeutic use of music despite
awareness of its known benefits to both residents
and staff. (Garrido et al., 2021, p.1197). An older fans’
encounter with the Beatles scrapbook they lovingly
curated as a teenager, or other memorabilia, could
activate memories and encourage communication.

Because hearing is the last sense to go, favorite music
can also ease the process of dying. As Harrington
observes in her study of fandom and the US death
system, “the potential remains for fannish identities
and practices up to the moment of death” (2019, 197).

Music is also useful for pain management, with no
side effects. According to Tia DeNora’s research on
music as a medium of consciousness and a “health
technology,” people suffering from chronic illness
can use music to “instill courage” and a different
attitude toward pain (2015, p. 112). Perhaps ad-
ding music therapy to care plans could mitigate the
“silent epidemic of chronic pain in older adults”
(Domenichiello and Ramsden, 2019) and the associa-
ted problem of polypharmacy (Yeager et al., 2020).

Online social learning platforms have been effective
in connecting older adults with shared interests, thus
mitigating the negative impact of the social isola-
tion necessitated by the pandemic. (Heape, 2021) I
led a 12-week series called “Growing Up With the
Beatles” on one such platform where participants
shared stories as we listened to music, discussed ima-
ges, and moved through the Beatles timeline and
contemporaneous historical events.

Like the blue plaques on the Beatles’ homes, these
conversations—among people who are technically
strangers, yet aren’t—are empowering because they
situate boomers in proximity to events in collective
consciousness that are also uniquely theirs; events
they lived through and witnessed. The sessions tap
into rich veins of deeply stored memories and offer
opportunities for insight into former selves, adding
continuity and coherence to participants’ ongoing
personal narrative.

DEBATS - Annual Review, 9 - 2024 — 83

Age brings added poignancy to reflection, often with
heightened spirituality and movement toward gero-
transcendence (Tornstam, 2011). With this stage of
development comes greater feelings of connection to
pastand future generations, less attachment to egoic
identity, and a shift away from materialistic concerns
and superficial relationships. Gerotranscendence
can also bring about “emancipated innocence”—a
playful, carefree state with little concern about the
judgement of others.

Music therapist Faith Halverson-Ramos uses music
in a variety of ways to support gerotranscendence,
noting that spiritual themes in Beatles’ songs such
as “The Word” and “Within You Without You,” may
be especially resonant for boomers (2019).

The enduring music fandom of older adults also
suggests new models of community living after re-
tirement. Ninety percent of boomers want to “age
in place” despite the potentially high cost of doing
so (Khalfani-Cox, 2017), and show little interest in
typical 55+ communities (Geber, 2021). Communi-
ties based on fan identity may hold the answer, as
evinced by the success of Jimmy Buffet’s Margari-
taville (Regan, 2021)—though many boomers would
find that particular aesthetic and lifestyle unappeal-
ing, unaffordable, or both.

Based on their study of aging Grateful Dead fans,
Adams and Harmon (2014) have explored the pos-
sibility of an intentional retirement community for
fans of the Grateful Dead, and conclude a community
based solely on musical taste might not be sufficiently
appealing but could serve as an initial filter for iden-
tifying subcommunities (Adams and Harmon, 2018).

Similarly, one could envision a retirement commu-
nity based on Beatles fandom as an initial filter for
identifying subcommunities (Leonard, n.d.). Age-
restricted communities follow an 80/20 rule in the
US, thus fan-based retirement communities would
be intergenerational, with significant benefits for
all involved. (Jacobs, 2021).
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Millions of boomers are raising grandchildren, star-
ting businesses, and volunteering in their com-
munities. Many are retired and thriving; many are
struggling. They’ve shed the great expectations of
their youth but have not abandoned hope. Many
want to stay healthy and engaged, working along-
side young people to preserve democracy and a
habitable planet.

ManueLa B. Cawvo

I'm not suggesting music or Beatles fandom are the
keys to health and happiness for today’s older adults,
or that it can mitigate the ravages of neoliberalism
or of unhealthy lifestyle choices (Shen 2019). But we
know that fan activity and listening to favorite music
bring joy and enhanced well-being to boomers’ lives
today—just as it did a half century ago—and should
be encouraged by those who care for and about them.
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