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ABSTRACT

Alternative country (or alt.country) offers to its listeners a complex juxtaposition
of punk and country aesthetics and sentiments, rendering music that is
considered to be a heartfelt, rustic, and authentic alternative to mainstream
popular music. This suggests an expansive genre style, with ever-shifting musical
parameters, as well as potential for negotiation regarding the genre’s seminal
artists. Thus, alt.country is primarily understood and organised in relation to the
lofty concept of authenticity, usually prior to musical or lyrical considerations.
The genre therefore offers an illuminating approach to considering the socially
constructed and negotiated demarcations of genre. Although genre is often
perceived to be unmovable and absolute, every announcement of a genre and its
associated performance works to change the fabric of the genre itself. Despite
this, genre facilitates common expectations between audience members, offering a
shortcut to understanding particular musical events and their relation to one
another. The appearance of authenticity is a cornerstone of the alt.country genre.
Genuine characteristics, lived experience, and emotion are highly valued within
the alt.country subculture. Authenticity too is dependent on changing social
conceptions of the term and what it actually means to be ‘authentic’. Attempts
by No Depression, the genre’s coalescing magazine, to guide the audience’s
perceptions of authenticity are frequent, but not always successful, supporting
the assertion that individuals have their own socially-informed and nuanced

understanding of the concept.

Notions of authenticity contribute to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of
cultural capital. Alt.country possesses its own world view, characteristics and
knowledge which are valuable and exchangeable within this setting. There too
exists a visible hierarchy. Within the genre, a knowledge of a wide array of music
(country or otherwise), dressing in the right clothes and generally appearing

unkempt, unpolished and unprofessional all results in high amounts of cultural



capital. Musicians and the audience alike must play into and contribute to these
values to be given the right to be part of this community. Traditionally within
popular music, the critic has acted as an intermediary, between the music and the
listener, communicating the specifities of cultural capital and the music’s value
(or otherwise). Their vast and superior musical knowledge (capital) places them
in this respected position. No Depression’s critics though must put this
traditional dynamic aside, instead adopting a self-effacing, unprofessional tone,
thus contributing to the genre’s characteristics to subsequently retain respect and

continue to have authority within this subculture.

Alt.country functions as a self-knowing community. The music maintains
a preoccupation with both American ruralities, and the vices and people that bind
them to everyday urban life. Rural geographies and the glorious escape to the
country is portrayed as an absolute point of freedom, offering what they
currently lack. This ignores the often harsh realities of rural sustenance. The
appeal of this music to the audience is similarly located. Physical escape to the
country is not practical (and often not wanted), so these desires are played out as
a fantasy within alt.country and its lyrical tropes. It offers emotional resonance
for its audience, making the genre highly affective, despite both the audience’s
and musicians’ urban realities. These contradictions suggest the underlying
complexities of making ironic yet emotionally connected music in the
postmodern age. It is acknowledged that authenticity is produced and
constructed, yet alt.country can still provide a sense of comfort, solace, and

escape.
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INTRODUCTION

Alternative country (often shortened and stylised to alt.country) offers a genre
defined less by stylistic and musical characteristics than by its authenticity, or
what can be thought of as that lofty, laboured, and genuine feeling attached to
music of this genre. In defining alt.country most scholars tend to celebrate the
genre’s hybrid or fluid nature (Smithers 177), as well as its sometimes-
paradoxical aspects, such as the tension between commerce and authenticity (Fox
and Ching 1-27). Many of alt. country’s gatekeepers have celebrated the genre’s
sonically diverse nature. As Alden and Blackstock write, No Depression and the
magazine’s catchall tagline, “A magazine about alt.country, (whatever that is)”
has served to be the best explanation of the genre, as it encompasses what the
genre is or might yet become (vii). This shows the difficulty for scholars in
defining a genre that is constantly in a state of flux and redefinition. Discussions
of alt.country and authenticity’s central role in its definition are situated within
the wider field of genre. Although Richard Peterson argues that alt.country is at
least partially defined by its audience (55, and Beal: 244), it relies on this concept
to organise the music. While all genre boundaries are fundamentally fragmentary,
overlapping, and in an ongoing state of renewal and consolidation, relying on
authenticity as a pillar in the genre’s definition further complicates this process.
Authenticity itself is vague, owing to its changing personal and societal
definitions. Here, it accounts for the grit, toughness, and lived emotional
experience, which renders the music more meaningful. Given the musical
disparities exhibited by artists equally indicative of the alt.country genre, the
expression of authenticity and a sense of genuineness exhibited by the artists is a

prerequisite of the genre and currently defines alt.country.

Thus, like all genres, alt.country is dependent on social definitions and
understandings to make it intelligible. As will be shown, genre is nothing if not a
socially negotiated process. Genre emphasises the idea of rules and theories of

categorisation, which works to place music within a system of organisation



according to its sonic characteristics. It also denotes certain expectations to its
audience. Fabian Holt’s work makes notions of structure and control explicit
(12). Similarly, Franco Fabbri defines it as a “set of socially accepted rules that a
given community has agreed on” (1). In Fabbri’s definition, issues of gatekeepers
and power are present. Although genre is hegemonic and complex, discussions of
these aspects of the concept are rare in academia, with issues of social and
cultural identity currently at the fore in relation to genre (Lena and Peterson 698).
Regardless, the genre of alt.country is defined, understood, and organised by
individual conceptions of authenticity, influenced by social understandings.
Authenticity and genre represent an unusual symbiotic relationship. Both
concepts are subject to the individual defining particular cultural products in
relation to others, or through negation. Authenticity or feeling distinguishes some
genres from others. An artificial feeling is widely accepted by pop or electronica

in a way that it wouldn’t be for folk music.

Evidently, the ability to distinguish genres from others requires
knowledge as well as sufficient lived personal and sensory experience, thus it is
also relational. These value-based judgments evoke the importance of
distinctions, what can also be thought of as the capacity to differentiate between
cultural objects. Thus, it is a relational process, which is deeply indebted to
socially constructed and repeated conventions of genre categories. Within cultural
fields, discussion on the process of distinction strongly alludes to the work of
Pierre Bourdieu. His concept of cultural capital (or the knowledge that is thought
of as valuable and exchangeable within a field) assists in the process of
determining genres, with the mobilisation of both distinction and cultural capital
acting as tools of relational definition. Cultural capital works to show what is
valued within the field (thus, working to define it somewhat), with those
possessing the required cultural capital offered the opportunity to succeed within
the field. These figures usually represent the key figures or gatekeepers of the
field (DJs, musicians and journalists, for example) and are given considerable

power to display this knowledge and influence the norms and values of a field.



Within alt.country, these figures arguably possess a more profound importance
in settling the ever-negotiated set of genre boundaries, which again are in a

process of constant renewal or redefinition.

Historically, journalists have been considered an important node in this
determinacy, as they were on the forefront of industry news and events and
through this could work to direct taste, ensuring popularity (or otherwise). The
fragmentary landscape of both popular music and the popular music press today
(due to the rise in niche cultures and the internet as an important source of
information on popular music) makes this insistence and maintenance of the
illusion of authority increasingly difficult. The extent to which this can still be
seen today will be discussed with reference to those occupying powerful and
influential positions in alt.country. No Depression represents the genre’s seminal
magazine and as such should contain the potential to exert considerable power on
the patterns of taste of the magazine’s readers. However, quantitative analysis
(itself a powerful and underutilised tool in the study and analysis of popular
music) strongly suggests that this is not always the case, as readers often have
individual perceptions of the genre and its canonical artists that are verified

through personal and social experience and other communal forms of dialogue.

No Depression magazine demonstrates both the influence of journalists
on the genre as well as revealing its core aesthetic and ideological values.
Conducting discursive and quantitative analyses of the magazine will demonstrate
how issues of authenticity present within the genre interact with individual and
communal conceptions of cultural capital. Both the musicians and audience
require a large amount of cultural capital and knowledge (both personal and
musical) to produce or determine authenticity in relation to this genre. Through
this, the performance of genre is also evident. Alt.country, as represented by No
Depression, lacks a highly defined set of instruments or a distinct way of playing
them, with value in the magazine and the genre instead being placed on the music

as a vehicle for creative and emotive expression. This is also reflected at a



compositional level in the choice of photos and illustrations used. This echoes
Renee Dechert’s analysis of alt.country album covers, which she says generally
lack a professional compositional quality and are frequently out of focus, and
lack balance, but this again speaks to the sense of amateurism that is valued by
the genre. Here, the musicians are arguably adhering to the expected performance
of the genre in a general sense, but the precise nature of this performance will
always rework the genre on some level, working with or in opposition to the
accepted rules that this community has agreed upon. This works to denaturalise
the discourse that is common when speaking about genres being bound to specific

aesthetic formulas.

While the landscape of its integral artists may be (and is) endlessly
debated, the purpose and affect of the music remains largely agreed upon.
Moving on from our understanding of authenticity, the genre goes one step
further, offering individuals a mode of understanding their own position in
postmodern life and thus represents a self-aware, postmodern authenticity.
Alt.country, through its dark, negative, and longing lyrical tropes and love of
vintage instruments and recording equipment appears to represent a search for
and return to the mythical rural home, which will offer salvation and benediction.
However, the unrealities of this have also begun to be acknowledged within the
genre, itself a product of the postmodern predicament. Leading on from the
aestheticisation of postmodernism society, international audiences usually have
little to no actual experience with the rural tropes and the physical situations or
locations addressed in alt.country music, regardless of this they respond

nostalgically (and thus appropriately).

The first chapter of this thesis will complicate the notion of the concept
of genre, considering it not as arbitrary category in which music, films, books,
and other cultural products are simply “added to”, but as a negotiated, dynamic
process in which the inclusion of cultural products fundamentally transforms the

genre space. Genres as a relational experience rather than a stable category will
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then be discussed in relation to the work of John Frow and Franco Fabbri. The
genre of alt.country will be introduced here, primarily as a case study of these
issues, providing basic but important building blocks to the following discussion.
Realising that authenticity is a fundamental determinant of alt.country, the
second chapter will discuss authenticity both as a ‘feeling’ and as a scholarly
concept. In the third chapter, the focus moves from what is authentic to who is
authentic, with an outline of the history of the critic and an analysis of No
Depression providing a platform to consider Bourdieu’s often referenced
concepts of cultural capital and distinction. Through this, the more specific
values of alt.country will then be determined. Finally, alt.country’s place within
the postmodern age and mindset will be located, suggesting how the genre might
function for an audience, who, though they recognise the inherent
constructedness of authenticity and alt.country’s affect, continue to find comfort

and solace in the community and the music.
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CHAPTER ONE: CONCEPTIONS OF (THE) GENRE

GENRE

Firstly this study requires a workable definition of the concept of genre in order
to situate the disparate musical events collectively known “alt.country” and how
they can be considered as a genre. This will serve a dual function, demonstrating
this thesis’ musical scope, as well as highlighting the ways in which the genre and
its associated ideas are formalised by writers and understood in culture more
generally. The function of genre is to organise expectations and delineate
boundaries. Genre emphasises the idea of rules and theories of categorisation,
which work to place music within a system of organisation according to its sonic
characteristics. This system then connotes certain expectations to its audience.
Franco Fabbri, an Italian musicologist, states that a musical genre is “a set of
musical events (real or possible) whose course is governed by a definite set of
socially accepted rules” (A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications 1).
Fabbri determines a set of five non-hierarchical, overlapping criteria which can be
applied to any musical event/s to determine if they are a genre. The first criterion
is formal and technical rules, which Fabbri says accounts for both compositional
rules and the way in which the genre offers a particular outlook which manifests
in the music (A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications 3).The second
criterion is semiotic rules, or as Fabbri writes, the “relation between the
expression of a musical event and its content” (A Theory of Musical Genres:
Two Applications 4). Related to this, are the behavioural rules. Wearing the
same clothes and talking in a similar way to the audience is valued here (4). Next
are the social and ideological rules. In alt.country, this manifests itself in required
musical knowledge, such as the traditional country narrative and being able to
evaluate a performer’s authenticity (or otherwise). Lastly, are the economic rules,
accounting for the relationship between the music and the economy that creates
and sustains it. Fabbri says that this is often subject to ideological concealment

(A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications 5). As we will see later, is the
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case with alt.country. The nuances of Fabbri’s criteria will be demonstrated
implicitly in my work. Using alt.country as a case study, his framework will
show how musical and ideological rules are established and formalised by musical
events to establish a new genre, whose aesthetics are agreed upon by the

community surrounding it.

Fabian Holt has also written on genre, although in a slightly later time
period. Rather than establishing a set of wide, universal rules that a new set of
musical events can be put through to determine if it is a genre, in Genre in
Popular Music Holt stresses the need to assess determine genres on a case by
case basis. As such, his work comprises of case studies of particular American
genres, such as country music and jazz. Fabbri has criticised this approach, as
Holt’s work appears to be offering a history of popular music in America, rather
than a critical commentary on the concept (‘Genre in Popular Music- Review’
490-2). It also does little to progress the theory surrounding genre. There is also
not sufficient reference to Fabbri’s work on genre, which is considered influential
on the field. Fabbri has criticised it for not offering a broad enough framework,
instead suggesting that work on genre should offer an overarching scheme to
understanding genre. This is an obvious allusion to his own work, which offers
this, but is sparingly used in Holt’s work. While Fabbri is more useful

theoretically, Holt’s use of case studies does remain relevant to my own work.

While there exists an obvious tension between the two authors, there are a
few points of contact, pertaining to the sociality of genres and the role of
discourse in ‘making’ genres. Discourse is productive, especially in relation to
genres. Naming a genre and then collecting artists that are representative of that
genre, is productive. Holt says, “Discourse plays a major role in genre making. A
genre category can only be established if the music has a name. Naming a music is
a way of recognising its existence and distinguishing it from others. It makes
music comprehensible and contributes to an artists” meaning” (3). There is

agreement on this from wider literature on the topic (Negus, Borthwick and

13



Moy, for example), thus it is not surprising that it is also a view that these two
authors share. Additionally, Holt describes music as “deeply social” (2), with
his study of music scenes and communities emphasising this. His case studies
work to reveal then the sociality of music and the importance of collective feeling
in determining and understanding genre, which acts a nice counterpoint to
Fabbri’s theoretical base. Many others also emphasise the social life of genre.
Lena and Peterson, for example stress that a genre will change precisely because
of its relationship to a community. John Frow too, looking at the way in which
particular cultural knowledges work to inflect the experience of genre, says it is a
subjective process. “Genre takes place at the interplay of readings and of the
social force they carry.” He adds that this reading, while individual, takes place
on a collective level and in relation to other demographic factors (139). In
contrast to the unmovable demarcations that the idea of ‘genre’ traditionally
evokes, genres are fluid and changeable. As Lena and Peterson write ‘boundary
work is ongoing” (698). This appears to be a product of genre’s subjective nature

however many writers fail to overtly account for this link.

Genres are also relational. Speaking to Frow’s point about cultural and
communal knowledge, genres are conceived, defined, and understood through
their relationship to or aesthetic and ideological difference from other genres.
Fabian Holt argues that, “A piece of music is created and heard in the context of
others”, adding that musical genres are necessarily exclusionary (3). Fabbri agrees
stating, “A new genre is not born in an empty space but in a musical system that
is already structured” (‘A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications’ 6),
relying on the history of genres to give this new musical event meaning. While he
is discussing the new genre’s place within the larger system of popular music on
a mainly stylistic level, it can also easily be applied to an individuals’
understanding of popular music. A new genre will be defined and discussed
through its relation to other genres or preceding musical events and what is
already known. Think, for example of discourse that is common when discussing

new music, “it sounds like this” or “it reminds me of that” are usual ways in
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which the unfamiliar is understood and talked about. Thus, elements of cultural
capital are also crucial to these discussions. Frow suggests that it is integral to
being part of that community “Part of what it means to be a member of the
culture is knowing the difference and knowing how to talk about the difference”
(51). This is in line with Frith’s assertion that music criticism is primarily about
knowing and knowledge. “Music criticism itself is about creating a ‘knowing
community’ and creating a superiority” (Performing Rites 67). Thus talking
about music is powerful. “Discourse plays a major role in genre making . . .
Naming a music is a way of recognising its existence and distinguishing it from
others. It makes music comprehensible and contributes to an artists’ meaning”
(Holt 3). Largely, Holt and Fabbri’s respective work act as a nice counterpoint to
one another, making them useful to this thesis. Holt emphasises the contextual
element of any genre and its relationship with other genres in more explicit (and
accessible) terms than Fabbri. As will be evident, alt.country is nothing if not
relational. The emotional resonance, irony, and above all, power comes from its
evocation and relation to other music and historical contexts, thus Fabbri’s

framework will take prominence in my work.

Complicating this further is John Frow’s assertion that genre itself is
pronounced and performed, rather than independently exhibiting the qualities of a
particular form. This has an enunciative function, working as an integral way in
which difference and a genre’s demarcations are sustained. Thus, when the
boundaries of a particular genre are initially agreed upon, subsequent
performances will either reaffirm the genre’s arbitrary boundaries or adjust them
slightly. Following Frow’s argument, these relational differences identified by the
audience and industry are sustained primarily and importantly by the cultural
producers themselves, through the performative and enunciative qualities of
genre. He says, “Texts are performances of genre rather than reproductions of a
class to which they belong...” (3), also suggesting that genres are reflexive, “texts
are thought to use or to perform the genres by which they are shaped” (25). This

1s an important consideration when discussing musical genres. It may seem
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relatively banal but signalling that you are of a genre and whatever performance
this carries with it, will inevitably shift and morph that particular genre to
varying degrees. It also shifts the audience’s understanding of that genre, either
reaffirming what they thought about this particular form, or tweaking it through
an unexpected performance. Even when it may look (and sounds) like a
reproduction of genre, it is a performance of it (albeit one which is strongly in
line with expectations), which has been repeated and accepted time and time
again. This invocation of performance of genres or the performed aspect of
particular identities obviously alludes to the concept of performativity,
especially in Judith Butler’s sense, which has limited usefulness for this wider
piece of work, but here I specifically intend it to mean that the performance of a
particular musical genre extends the idea of what that genre is, in an endlessly

aggregated and negotiated process.

ALT.COUNTRY

These rules and criteria highlighted by Fabbri will be evident in the following
discussion of alt.country, demonstrating it follows some rules very closely, but is
more ambiguous on others. The equivocal nature of alt.country specifically is
evident first and foremost in regards to definitions of the genre. While alt.country
appears to be in a constant state of flux and redefinition, scholars often define it
as an obvious mixing of the disparate styles of alternative or punk and country
(Peterson and Beal 234). However, specific ways in which these styles are mixed
or combined are absent from these definitions, leaving the genre aesthetically
ambiguous. Richard Peterson and Bruce Beal’s assertion that, “Acceptance
among alt.country fans involves a commitment to reviving and melding earlier
forms of music that are defined as spontaneous and homemade” (238) also

maintains the genre’s vagueness.

This ambiguity is perhaps central to the genre’s appeal. As Grant Alden

and Peter Blackstock write of No Depression and the magazine’s catchall tagline,
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“A magazine about alt. country, (whatever that is)” has served to be the best
explanation of the genre, as it encompasses what the genre is or might yet
become” (vii). Gillian Turnbull states that some alt.country fans see it as,
“country music that doesn’t get played on the radio” (124). This definition
though is not sufficient; it ignores alt.country’s success on indie-oriented stations
and American college radio. It also neglects the wider de-emphasis of radio in the
current mediascape (blogs and magazines ‘make’ taste in a much more telling way
in these kind of peripherally-located scenes than the radio does). But Turnbull’s
quote does highlight an important facet of the genre. Alt.country tends to value
its imagined perpetually unpopular state, struggling for legitimacy in the
mainstream, which is possibly reflective of the country tradition the genre draws
on. Thus its absence on mainstream radio is both a comfortable and expected
occurrence. This rhetoric is echoed by other genres. Hibbett says, “The musical
category of “indie rock™ is not just as an aesthetic genre but also a method of
social differentiation as well as a marketing tool” (55). Drawing on Bourdieu, he
then adds that it relies on both its lack of popularity and specialised knowledge
to be fully appreciated (55). Despite the reality of economic success and

popularity, the imagining as a ‘musical underdog’ persists.

Imagining it as ever unpopular also gives the genre a clear ideological
outlook or disposition, but leaves aesthetics of the genre vague. It is
understandably value-based. Some even celebrate this fluidity or lack of aesthetic
boundaries as being integral to the genre (Smithers 177, Simkin 192). Others
suggest that paradoxical aspects, such as the tension between commerce and
authenticity, add to the genre’s appeal (Fox and Ching 1-27). These definitions
suggest that there is agreement surrounding the sonic disparities of alt.country
and the way in which this actually works to help define the genre. As the above
conceptions (and Fabbri and Holt’s work) suggest, genres are largely understood
by their stylistic similarities or differences to other genres. Alt.country is an
example of this, as it is primarily understood through its relationship to punk and

country. Fabbri suggests that many of the rules that define a new genre are

17



already found elsewhere (‘A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications’ 6).
This chapter attests to this, situating alt.country’s place within the musical
system, concentrating on borrowing and reappropriation of rules from other

genres.

Music is situated in relation to other recognisable musical frameworks. As
has already been suggested, alt.country is generally understood as a combination,
melding or juxtaposition of two main musical styles; punk and country,
especially when seen solely through the lens of the music press. Emphasising
these aspects, David Goodman offers a concise definition: “the “No Depression”
sound is an alternation between or a juxtaposition of grinding punk, country rock
and acoustic rock: a focus on the darker side of small town life: and a heightened
social/political consciousness” (qtd. in Peterson and Beal 235). Use of a highly
specified set of instruments is also important to determining an artist’s place in
the genre (Cohen 28-9). Don Cusic, who has written extensively on early country
music and country musicians, speaking in the documentary Lost Highway: The
Story of Country Music, describes it as mixed heritage of punk and country, but
also emphasises the emotional capacity of the genre. Stating it is ““as much about
the outsider attitude as it is about the style of music” that worked to incorporate
younger musicians’ experiences, making the genre contemporary and pertinent.
Given his knowledge in this area of popular music, he is well placed to comment
on current country music trends and alt.country. As these views highlight,
defining a new genre simply in relation to its musical influences and other music
events is problematic, as genres will always allude to one another. However it
does begin to create a sustainable framework which can be built upon and

understood.

Alt.country is also a good demonstration of a relationally defined genre.
The name, alt.country is signalling its proximity to the genres of alternative,
punk, and country, while also representing itself as a distinctly separate event,

owing in a large part to the stylised version of the name. But as mentioned
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before, knowledge of all these other genres is required to contribute to
alt.country. In this sense, it borrows meaning from these genres and reworks it
into its own event. All genres do this, to an extent, but it is more pronounced
within alt.country, owing to its aesthetics.
...Because these vocal particularities draw on past traditions and
performers, alt-country, and many roots musics, are by definition
intertextual genres. The layering of multiple influences, ideas, and
references often limits “originality” in alt-country and helps to reveal its
somewhat chaotic and multifaceted nature (Turnbull 129).
This speaks to Frow’s assertion that genres are both intertextual and relational.
Negation is also important here, as distance or proximity can also be signalled by
qualities the music does not demonstrate. Alt.country separates itself from
traditional country, largely by qualities it doesn’t represent or aspects that are
represented very differently, such as lyrical preoccupations, instrumental
differences or changes in musical form. This also insists on alt.country’s higher
form of authenticity over and above traditional Nashville country, for example,
which is integral to defining the genre. What is the primary consideration here is
the highly specified degree of cultural capital required to render all these factors
meaningful, as alt.country relies on the history of popular music more than most
genres, owing in a large part to its emphasis on tradition. Thus experiencing
country and punk music separately gives would-be listeners expectations of the
new genre, which, Fabbri sees as the function of genre; making it understandable

within an already defined musical space.

As definitions of alt.country suggest, an inventory of musical
characteristics only does some of the work in adequately encapsulating the genre.
The genre remains aesthetically vague, relying on emotional connectivity and
affect. When discussing the genre in 1997, Peterson and Beal emphasised the
ambiguity of the term throughout their paper, but largely attributed this to the
fact that it was a ‘new’ genre. However Turnbull recently (2010) expresses

similar sentiments, suggesting that this ambiguity has continued and is actually
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now more pronounced. Alt.country has become an increasingly broad label,
“often being used to account for anything not considered mainstream country”
(Turnbull 126). She also emphasises that the genre displays a widely accepted
“anything-goes” attitude while, at the same time, members of the community are
easily able to identify what is not alt-country (127-8), thus it is contradictorily
highly defined by members of the alt.country community. Hibbett suggests that
there is a similar sense of constant construction about the genre indie as well (58).
Peterson and Beal state,...alternative country is more a congeries of music that
fans find sound good together and express much the same sentiments”(238).
Because of the lack of aesthetic cohesion, it is highly defined by the audience in
terms of the conceptions of authenticity they see displayed by the artists. This
is an integral aspect which will be addressed in more detail in a later chapter of

this thesis.

ALT.COUNTRY’S ‘MYTH OF ORIGIN’

Peterson and Beal placed a high degree of importance on the myth of origin in
their study. It has some points of contact with Fabbri’s criteria, such as the
reliance on formal and technical rules and behavioural rules, but is by no means as
exhaustive. This section will draw widely on both works, to show how
alt.country began to be thought of as a genre, in regards to its antecedents, and
the borrowing of sonic characteristics through which expectations of the ‘new’
genre began to be formulated. Many cite Uncle Tupelo and the surrounding scene
at the beginning of the 1990s as kick-starting or formally organising alt.country
into what Fabbri would deem an understandable and comprehensible ‘genre’.
Uncle Tupelo were also important as they were comprised of main songwriters
Jeff Tweedy (now of Wilco) and Jay Farrar (now of Son Volt). These members
subsequently had a significant impact on the trajectory of the genre. As A/l Music
Guide writes “by fusing the simplicity and honesty of country music with the
bracing fury of punk, they kick-started a revolution which reverberated

throughout the American underground” (“Alternative Country’). Uncle Tupelo’s
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perceived natural and spontaneous combination of country instruments, song
structures, and rural imagery with punk sentiments and a DIY spirit, combined
with an attitude that seems to take the best (or should we say worst) parts of
each genre offered, has subsequently been celebrated elsewhere as the formal
beginnings of alt.country. Pitchfork, in their cursory treatment of the genre,
consider that Uncle Tupelo, “more or less created the genre” (Deusner ‘The
South Shall Rise Again’ 135). Pamela Fox and Barbara Ching suggest that Uncle
Tupelo “conveyed a sense of escape from postmodern alienation and an
irreligious angst...” (2). As Fabbri writes, “Following the success of a single
musical event, these innovations are used as a model and become a rule” (A
Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications 7). In many ways Uncle Tupelo
acted as a shortcut regarding aesthetics and attitudes that newer artists were in

turn expected to emulate.

In relation to the alt.country movement of the 1990s, most scholars and
critics point to Uncle Tupelo and Whiskeytown as sparking the musical genre
(Fox and Ching 2; Smithers 175). However Dechert’s Whiskeytown (another
seminal band in alt.country’s resurgence in the 1990s) review notes that Adams
does not consider himself a fan of counterparts Uncle Tupelo, and disputes the
two bands’ aesthetic similarities (‘Strangers Almanac 127-8). This undermines
the myth of origin. Some romanticise the combination of punk and country,
exemplified by these bands, as an original and organic process. Aaron Smithers
suggests this is done as a way to distinguish the genre (175). By borrowing from
punk it gives the genre a myriad of authentic signifiers to draw on to make the alt.
country movement both familiar and marketable (175). It also constructs a
common-sense type of lineage that is deemed to be authentic from both a punk
standpoint and a country one. However Diane Pecknold writes that, “in spite of
its oppositional aesthetic, alt. country has followed a relatively predictable path
that mirrors quite closely the early development of mainstream country” (29).
Similarly, All Music Guide states that despite the genre’s rebellious rhetoric, the

genre, and its key figures of the 1990s were actually relatively traditional as the
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music was a reaction to Nashville’s pursuit of the youth audience (“Alternative
Country”). This further challenges the romantic myth of origin by citing the
popularity of mainstream country artists in the early 1990s, suggesting that
mainstream artists cultivated the audience’s desire for a raw, rougher version of
the music they were hearing on the radio, with alt. country being the answer to

that.

However, this is not unusual. All genres attempt to construct a myth of
origin that extends the genre’s rhetoric. In alt.country’s case, it concentrates on
spontaneity and the communicative qualities of the music. A combination of
punk and country led to a music that they felt accurately encapsulated and
accounted for problems and issues that were specific to that time. Romanticising
the genre’s formation, Michael Grimshaw states that the music acted as a source
of cultural legitimisation in a post-grunge musical landscape, which otherwise
seemed focussed on what the members of the alt.country community saw as the
emotional empty and manufactured genres of hip-hop and dance (97). This also
follows Fabbri’s notion of genre formation. “The important thing is that, almost
always following the success of a single musical event, these innovations are used
as a model and become a rule” (‘A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications
7). The genre requires a band to act as a template. Uncle Tupelo’s musical
elements, appreciation and extension of tradition and rebellious attitudes, for
example, provided a model for many bands to follow later in the 1990s, even if

the genre itself had many other influences and antecedents.

Despite the myth of origin rhetoric present in discourse surrounding the
genre, alt.country also outwardly appreciates the music’s antecedents or those
who progressed the genre prior to its formal inception. In order for an artist to be
of the genre, a knowledge and respect of these seminal artists is required to be
explicitly expressed (this would be defined by Fabbri as a behavioural rule). The
genre itself is historically based, both musically and ideologically (Peterson and

Beal 236), thus, a reliance on past artists is not surprising. The impact and
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importance of country rock is often demonstrated by music scholars. In reference
to Gram Parsons’ influence on the genre, Grimshaw states, “In the 1990s, ‘Gram
Parsons’ increasingly became the name ‘to drop’ and the source to attribute for
musicians attempting to state their ‘roots’ and ‘authenticity’”... (97). He said
that by identifying these musical roots, it worked to legitimise the modern form

and align it with previous music traditions.

The role of another legend, Hank Williams speaks volumes about the
trajectory of alt.country and popular music, more generally. Most of Hank
Williams’ recording career occurred in the 1940s, when his craft of writing and
performing tales of lost love, drinking and hard luck were honed. His lifestyle
became the benchmark for any would-be hard country performer, owing in part
to his ultimately legend-making death in the back of a Cadillac in 1952. Time has
since mythologised Hank and heightened the perceived importance of his life and
body of work. However, as Barbara Ching writes “No one person, even Hank
Williams, can possibly live all the things that he wrote about” (15). She adds that
Williams was key in cementing the long suffering, born-to-lose persona that is
expecting in country music today (15). He also is why country music relies so
heavily on authenticity and integrity. Graeme Smith states that Williams’
influence is wide, acting as inspiration not only musical style but also
performance and attitude (134). Peterson agrees. “In his work and in his ways
Hank Williams personified country music authenticity and was a model for those
who followed’ (173). Thus Williams understandably acts as a starting point for
virtually all discussions regarding alt.country’s earlier influences. Many other
writers echo the importance of Hank Williams’ persona on alt.country music
(Escott 70; Lindholm 31), somewhat undermining the spontaneous and modern
myth of origin and instead reasserting Fabbri and Holt’s idea of relational music

cultures.

Popular intertexts referenced by alt.country artists are widespread, but

displaying an appreciation of Gram Parsons, Neil Young, the Carter Family
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(known for their harmonious Appalachian folk songs from the 1920s and 1930s,
such as ‘No Depression in Heaven’, from which alt.country’s seminal
publication takes its name) and especially Hank Williams, act as the minimum
reference points for artists staking a claim in the alt.country genre. Knowledge
and a professed love for punk’s seminal artists, such as Black Flag, Fugazi, and
the Clash is also deemed valuable within this subculture. Alt.country artists
sometimes convey this appreciation through the press, however musical
quotations of these artists (Neil Young-esque guitar solos in Wilco’s 4 Ghost is
Born (2004) and Van Zandt’s syntactical and rhythmic evocation of Dylan’s free
association method, in ‘Fare Thee Well, Miss Carousel’ (Townes Van Zandlt,
1969, for example) is also popular. Theodore Gracyk states that all genres
display a history that contributes the music’s meaning. “For both musicians and
audience, the construction of meaningful identity demands a historical
perspective on the music as a dialogue with the past, not just the present scene”
(35). An appreciation of the past is important to the identity of the musician
situated in the present. A knowledge and familiarity with earlier artists and their
work on the part of both producers and consumers is integral in finding
enjoyment and pleasure in the genre (this idea will be discussed at length in the
following chapter). This also undermines both the idea of the myth of origin and

the validity of discussing a new genre simply in terms of the ‘new’.

Perceived originality is often an important and desirable quality for a
musical artist attempting to speak for a particular subculture. In many genres it is
even expected that conventions will be challenged and rules broken within the
genre (progressive rock, for example). Alt.country does not appear to value
attributes of originality in quite the same way as many genres. Peterson says that
more generally, authenticity and thus alt.country relies on two competing
tensions. Authenticity “’centres on being believable relative to a more or less
explicit model, and at the same time being original, that is not being an imitation
of the model” (220), This is demonstrated well by the way in which alt.country

usually follows the country standard pattern, the melody is often simple,
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formulaic and expected. The narratives of the songs too are borrowed from
country, as are the lyrical preoccupations, which deal with a limited and highly
specified set of “issues”. The way in which these elements are combined and the
rebellious character of the musicians is often where much of the originality is

located. However, this in itself is a cliché, adding to this tense relationship.

One of the most popular forms of acknowledging an artist’s influence on
the genre is through covers of their songs. This shows the band or artist’s
appreciation of their influence on their own music, and by accenting it with their
own musical style, sometimes works to signal the trajectory of the genre.
Examples of these covers include Steve Earle’s album, Townes (2009), an album
of Van Zandt cover songs, Whiskeytown’s cover of Gram Parsons’ ‘Luxury
Liner’ (Strangers Almanac 2008) Billy Bragg and Wilco’s album, Mermaid
Avenue (1998), featuring unreleased Woody Guthrie songs and poems, and
Mumford and Sons’ cover of Old Crow Medicine Shows’ ‘Wagon Wheel’, which
was broadcast on the BBC (Radio Two Sessions, 2010). The last example is also
important as it is one of the first examples of the genre referencing itself, perhaps
signalling a more recent break in tradition. As Gracyk states, “musicians project
an identity by situating themselves in relation to other musicians” (35). Covers
then remain popular in alt.country, showing a respectful “tip of the hat” to the
artist and suggesting remnants of the Tin Pan Alley country tradition. This
highlights the importance of tradition and fundamental knowledge that is required
in order to move the genre forward. More widely, this can be seen as a trope of
the genre. It is also represented at the level of lyrics and emotional points of
connection found in alt.country music. These elements are all bound to the search
for and maintenance of authenticity or carving out an authentic place within

popular culture.

This relationship with tradition suggests alt.country has similarities to the
genre of the blues, which also organises itself around a limited range of lyrical

motifs, scales and particular keys, restricting the potential for overzealous
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reworkings of the genre. This means that the sound has changed little over the
last 100 years. The same could be argued for country (and possibly alt.country in
its limited history). The genre also maintains a love for vintage recording
equipment and a passion for the old way of ‘doing things’ - another connection
to alt.country, and country more generally. Again, like blues, the potentially
formulaic structure of alt.country songs offers to the audience further insight to
the artist, allowed for a high degree of emotional connectedness. It can be
suggested that alt.country offers a effective (and affective) vehicle for expression
precisely because of its lack of originality. Because the musical structure or
elements are often taken for granted or familiar, the concentration instead turns to
the lyrics, the story, and the delivery (which can vary widely from artist to
artist), which is characteristically emotionally arduous. The role of covers in

alt.country music gives an interesting view of this situation.

As well as the genre’s reliance on emotion, antecedents, and country
music’s trajectory, punk aesthetics are also highly influential in understandings of
the genre. This is especially evident in relation to the music press, despite the
pitfalls of defining genre solely in relation to other genres, as has been outlined
above. Reasoning for this perhaps lies with the fact that punk represents music
that many journalists and musicians grew up listening to, thus it was influential
and formative. Many are quick and eager to highlight its importance to
unexpected genres and its continued relevance. Peterson and Beal express a
similar idea,

The myth of origin has appeal beyond its simplicity and linear

development because it mirrors the taste trajectory of many of alternative

country’s devotees. Nurtured as teens in the protest and despair of punk
and grunge, they gravitated with ease to the “no depression” escape from
contemporary urban problems through embracing the supposedly simpler
problems and joys of imagined past small town and rural ways of life

(236).
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This suggests that the use of punk devices is often romanticised because of the
appeal it has to alt.country fans. Apart from direct covers of punk songs, such as
Ryan Adams’ live cover of Black Flag (‘Nervous Breakdown’ Rise Above, 2002)
and Middle Brother and Justin Townes Earle’s respective covers of The
Replacements (‘Portland’ Middle Brother 2011, ‘Can’t Hardly Wait’ Midnight at
the Movies 2009), the musical influence of punk is harder to find. It is more
adequately expressed at the level of the Do-It-Yourself ethic or a more general

punk sentiment present within the genre.

In the case of alt.country, punk musical aesthetics are less overtly
displayed than the country ones. Country’s musical influence is certainly
overarching. Demonstration of punk’s influence on the genre rarely accounts for
more than wearing a Black Flag of The Clash T-shirt on stage or paying lip
service to a highly defined set of punk artists. However, in the case of many
alt.country artists, punk’s values remain of the upmost importance and are most
often displayed at the level of sentiment or through a demonstration of the punk
ethos. Creative control, artists who display authenticity, and a for love-not-
profit stance (and alt.country’s more general anti-commercial appearance) are all
highly valued within the alt.country subculture. In this way it aligns itself, quite
directly, with the early alternative rock and punk subcultures. This allows artists
such as Emmylou Harris, Lucinda Williams, Vic Chestnut, or Gillian Welch, who
demonstrate a high level of creative control and the Do-It-Y ourself ethic in
regards to recording, touring, and promotion to be identified and included within

the alt.country genre.

Another element which binds these artists is their disdain for today’s
polished and squeaky clean country music Mecca; Nashville. This idea began to
gain prominence in the 1970s when ‘hard country’ or outlaw country artists of
sometimes disparate music styles found themselves within a like-minded
community. Their distaste for the products of Nashville remained their

commonality. As All Music Guide suggests,
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the Outlaws didn't play by Nashville's rules. They didn't change their
music to fit the heavily produced, pop-oriented Nashville sound, nor did
they go out of their way to fit into the accepted conventions of country
music. Instead, they created an edgy form of hardcore country that was
influenced by rock & roll, folk, and blues” (“Outlaw Country™).
Outlaw country or honky-tonk (hardcore country, as Ching calls it) were
operating at the margins, positioning (and defining itself) as decisively anti-
Nashville, in a similar position in which alt.country sits today. Barbara Ching
suggests that alt.country and its musicians could be today’s hardcore country
artists (133). Thus their rebellious sound and sense of unease, which is often
violently expressed is not a new sentiment. They are borrowing values and a

mindset belonging to a past tradition.

Alt.country artists too construct a binary, between their music and the
artificial products of Nashville. This works to define their own work as much as
the Nashville music they are staunchly opposed to. Alt.country artists often
reference Nashville ironically. Middle Brothers’ song of the same name states,
“I’m gonna send this song Nashville and sell my soul to a whole new crowd”
(Middle Brother 2011) exemplifying this troubled relationship. This rhetoric is
echoed in criticism on the genre. Peterson and Beal state, “While alternative
country is down home, unblinking, heart-felt, and a personal authentic
expression, Nashville country is a plastic product” (234). They then go on to
describe the problems and contentions in naming alt.country. However, all
gatekeepers agreed that the genre was decisively “not from Nashville” (234).
Others also highlight this distinction. Graeme Smith suggests that the collective
disdain for Nashville is the one quality that holds together the disparate
alternative country community (109). Like Honky-Tonk and Outlaw country
before them, the genre is offering an alternative to Nashville, with ideas of
authenticity, sincerity, anti-commercialism, and musicianship (which they see as
lacking in Nashville country), found in abundance in this genre. Despite the

continued variety, disparity, and sometimes contradictory nature of alt.country,
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the artists remain groupable in relation to the above ideals, with its opposition to
Nashville being important node in producing and maintaining the genre’s

definition.

Genre is considered to be fundamentally overlapping and fluid. John
Frow’s work has usefully made this explicit, suggesting that genres are
pronounced and performed, rather than being a static category. Despite this,
genre conveniently offers shortcuts and understandings to the audience. Musical
events are contextualised through repetition and accepted convention.
Alt.country offers a good example of this. The genre has undergone many
changes since its resurgence in the early 1990s, although these are largely
confined to the genre’s aesthetics, rather than its core values. The genre allows
for a wide range of music artists to be included, from country, folk, and blues to
hard rock and punk, providing they represent values and a worldview that is in
line with the current conceptions of the genre. These qualities have been outlined
above but generally place value on authenticity, genuineness, and a ‘for love, not
profit’ attitude, alluding to the importance of an anti-commercial stance to the
genre. Despite this, authenticity is not synonymous with originality; covers and
musical quotations are an accepted and perhaps even celebrated aspect of
alt.country, evoking the required knowledge of musical history and the past to

distinguish the genre.
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CHAPTER TWO- AUTHENTICITY AND ITS DIALOGUE WITH

DISCOURSES OF RUSTICITY AND THE RURAL

Identifying key elements of authenticity will act as an introduction to the
scholarly commentary and debate around the term. By addressing it primarily in
relation to its use within popular music discourse and looking beyond the
internalised, common-sense and emotive evocations of the concept, it is possible
to determine what is at stake when it is a pillar in alt.country’s definition. It also
signals the importance of maintaining authenticity, in a commercial sense, which
has been discussed widely by Richard Peterson in relation to country music
(1997). Further aspects of relevance to alt.country, such as authenticity’s
relationship with rural tropes will also be examined in this chapter, as it points to
possible reasons for the assumed poignancy, popularity, and relevance for the
predominantly urban, international audience and suggests its importance to later
discussions on postmodernity. I will then outline the arguments around the
demands for authentic culture, suggesting that authenticity (and in many respects
alt.country) is able to adjust to the current needs of society. My discussion is
heavily influenced by Charles Lindholm’s comprehensive study of authenticity,
in which he charts the rise in the need to be authentic and its increasing value in
modern society. This raises pertinent issues surrounding the use of the term in

relation to popular music

Authenticity works to account for the sense of genuineness or truth
which is expressed in culture in a natural or common-sense way. However, it is
important to emphasise that this assertion, like all cultural products are
constructions incapable of getting access to “the real”, despite the insistence that
this is precisely what authenticity is representing. Authenticity’s power lies in
its largely unquestioned nature and its generally accepted communicative
qualities. As David Pattie says, “The discourse and term of authenticity is
internalised to the everyday vocabulary of musicians, audiences and academics”

(6). The desire for and value of authentic culture remains largely unquestioned,

30



thus the concept carries weight within modern culture. This is despite the
constructed nature or mediation present in any text. Peterson suggests,
Authenticity in a living art form can have a number of meanings, but as
we have seen, in popular culture, where experts and authorities do not
have control the particulars of the word’s meaning, the definition centres
on being believable relative to a more or less explicit model, and at the
same time being original, that is not being an imitation of the model (220).
While there are opposing aspects to the term, authenticity remains persuasive
and powerful. This is owed in part to its ability to change relative to history or

to the current desires of society.

Authenticity is often understood through equally ambiguous buzzwords,
adding to the confusion surrounding the concept. John Connell and Chris Gibson
state, “Authenticity remains an intangible concept. Essentialist perspectives
construct authenticity in relation to concepts such as ‘spontaneity’ (‘live’),
‘grassroots’ and ‘of the people’, in oppositions to their antithesis:
‘manipulation’, ‘standardisation’, ‘mass’, and commercial’....” (27). Carolyn
Stevens in relation to the authenticity in Japanese music determines the
importance of emotion, stating authenticity represents the “human warmth” felt
within popular music (101). All these descriptors point to an essence or a
particular character present in authentic culture that is immediately presented
without mediation. This phenomenon is also importantly considered to be absent
elsewhere in culture. Johan Fornéds argues that authenticity as a general
characteristic of representation concerns “how the textual structures are
constructed to present themselves as related to the subjects that created them”
(qtd in. Weisethanunet and Lindberg 274). This definition emphasises
authorship, a truthful representation of a cultural producer and the sense of direct
contact or communication between producer and the audience, perceived to be
operating outside of commercial constraints. As Stevens writes, “[a]uthenticity is
spontaneously performed, directly perceived, and there is direct human

interaction between performer and audience...” (125). However, this is
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problematic, as it is inevitably constructed. While in recent years there has been
increasing debate surrounding the term, there remains a lack of a formal
understanding of the concept and a reliance on the emotional and affective

qualities of authentic culture.

As has already been noted, there are many aesthetic differences between
the varying artists who are all equally indicative of the alt.country genre (such as
Lucinda Williams, The Avett Brothers, The Jayhawks, Ryan Adams, Uncle
Tupelo, and the Drive-by Truckers), however the genre remains organised,
comprehensible and cohesive. The genre does what it is supposed to do; it
organises and creates (or more importantly delimits) expectations. Over and
above instruments, vocal styles, and other common markers such as production
values (which can vary widely between alt.country artists), what binds these
artists and signals their recognisability as a collective is that they all internalise
and display authenticity or a sense of sincerity to the audience. It is often
expressed through a combination of traditions, or more specifically for Fox and
Ching, family traditions, lyrics, instrumentation, references to vices or hard living
and struggle, an attitude of rebellion, and a knowledge and respect of the country
tradition (as well as a willingness to experiment and extend it) (10). This acts as a
primary factor in determining if an artist belongs to the alt.country genre.
However defining a genre in relation to this elusive, transient, and perhaps even
contradictory term always takes work to assert and reassert itself (Peterson 223),

thus it is problematic.

Authenticity’s role in culture is also dynamic. The instability and vagaries
of the term mean that it can be adjusted and negotiated to the current demands of
society. Pattie and Peterson both assert that this adds to the concept’s power
and unquestioned nature in rock musics. As Lindholm stresses, the way in which
the concept has been used historically changes with and through cultural
development. It also carries with it different meanings across cultural fields (art

discourse and in relation to travel are two examples that Lindholm offers).
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However it maintains meaning across varying contexts. In this way, it is an
intensely useable concept and a shortcut to the values of sincerity it evokes.
Peterson’s work highlights the importance of authenticity to the country music
genre, emphasising that authenticity’s seemingly natural or common-sensical
relationship with country music is historically rooted. Indeed, as Robert Gardner
suggests, “...The performance of authenticity is often a rhetorical
accomplishment, guided by the needs, wants, and desires of their audiences”

(136), thus it is also changeable.

Historically speaking, the American country music genre was never really
‘pure’, as it borrowed instruments and songwriting traditions from the first-wave
of Irish and English migrants (Escott 12), meaning that much of the discourse
highlighting authentic culture as the ‘genuine article’ is undermined by the cultural
borrowing and appropriation evident in this particular example (the problematic
nature of discussing genres in relation to a single source has also been discussed
earlier in relation to the flawed ‘myth of origin’ concept). Nevertheless, country
music has functioned as a fundamental agent in the production and dissemination
of core values which seem to be in a constant state of decline, signalling a reliance
between country music and authenticity. As already discussed, authenticity is
often defined by equally slippery and expansive synonyms that can add to
misunderstandings surrounding the concept. One of the stable characteristics
emphasised by many is that it is socially constructed, thus demonstrates an
ability to shift, change and restructure itself in relation to current societal

demands, adding another dimension of ambiguity to the term.

There is another way in which notions of authenticity are commonly
discussed. That is, in terms of negation. As will be immediately obvious, this is a
discursive and social construction, but the debates do bear some relevance to
alt.country. A common mode for understanding the precise characteristics of
authentic culture is through negation or identifying the concept through the

qualities that it does not exhibit. Frith goes as far to say that “[ AJuthenticity
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must be defined against artifice; the terms only make sense in opposition to one
another” (Music for Pleasure 98). Naming a cultural product as ‘authentic’ or
‘genuine’ inevitably involves cultural capital. Interestingly, Fox and Ching
suggest that binaries represented by the music offer some of its appeal. The
tension between the border of country and alt.country “also functions as a law of
attraction” (17). In regards to authenticity, posturing, a rehearsed or fake nature
or being contrived all describes its binary. An evocation of the descriptions of the
authentic then calls to mind its opposite in equal measure and adds to the
definition of both (this will be discussed in relation to the urban/rural dichotomy
in the next chapter as this is also relevant to alt.country). Bourdieu raises a
similar idea in relation to social identity which he says “is defined and asserted
through difference” (Distinction 167). Meaning that in a more general sense, our
ideas of ourselves are defined relationally. Belonging to a group with common
beliefs and communally felt ideas of authenticity and its opposite are integral to

sustaining its definition.

Frith’s important work on Bruce Springsteen’s seemingly unquestioned
authenticity in the 1980s claims, “[ M Jusic cannot be true or false, it can only
refer to conventions of truth or falsity” (Music for Pleasure 100). Fox’s work
extended this and was concerned with how notions of being true or false are
discursively constructed in country music (53). This is certainly an important
consideration. For Frith, the realities of authenticity were immaterial, what is
important is that the feeling of authenticity is maintained. Similarly Peterson
suggests that country music relies on two contradictory ideas, originality and
authenticity, which are played out simultaneously (1), meaning that to be
successful, artists cannot present themselves directly, rather they are required to
project a persona that is thought to be their true self, although it is relying on the
history of the genre and those who have come before them to inform their
‘authentic’ identities. This prompts the importance of the audience’s definition
of an authentic character, especially relating to fans’ perceptions of performers

and binaries constructed in regards to various genres. Allan Moore says
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authenticity is primarily a matter of interpretation on behalf of the audience.
Likewise, Gardner’s suggestion that authenticity is guided or determined by the
needs of the audience (136) relates to a feeling of truth, determined by the

audience, rather than truth itself.

AUTHENTICITY AND THE HABITUS

Allan Moore’s recent and enlightening discussion on authenticity formalises
many of the above concerns. He disassembles the term in depth and I will draw
heavily on his discussion here. He offers a variety of ways in which the term can
be thought about, beyond the emotive terms it evokes which often pervades
discussion of the term (as noted above). It also invokes Bourdieu’s conception of
the habitus, which can be defined as “an objective relationship between two
objectivities, [that]enables an intelligible and necessary relation to be established
between practices and a situation, the meaning of which is produced by the
habitus through categories of perception and appreciation that are themselves
produced by an observable social condition” (Distinction 95). Thus, if we return
to the Bruce Springsteen example above, the genuineness and sense of
authenticity an individual feels in relation to this figure will be dependent on their

upbringing and place within society and culture.

Through Allan Moore’s emphasis on performance, he suggests that
certain musical signposts or markers cannot guarantee authenticity; rather it is
dependent on the individual’s place within history and culture (their habitus).
Moore suggests says then authenticity is “ascribed, not inscribed” (210). This
denaturalises the common-sense values often associated with “authentic culture”.
Moore’s conceptions of authenticity acts as useful in escaping the essentialist
arguments surrounding particular sounds, instruments and genres and their
perceived authenticity above others, when they are stylistically very different.

These ideas will be formalised and extended in the discursive analysis of No
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Depression in a later chapter of this thesis.

Moore sets out three types of overlapping authenticities. First-person
authenticity represents the attempts of the performer to convey the integrity of
the music. This conception emphasises ideas of connection, intimacy and,
importantly for Moore, physicality. It also accounts for the audience’s
awareness of the performer’s integrity, understanding it as a direct emotional
expression of the artist. Second-person authenticity refers to the way in which
music is defined by others and how these labels group music and make it
understandable. As Pattie writes, it is the ways in which “music is used by a
listening group as a way of authenticating its own experience to its audience”
(10). This relates to ideas of identities and how individuals situate themselves
and find a place within music (A. Moore 219). It is also the most common way
authenticity is addressed. Finally, third-person authenticity is said to exist when
there is agreement between the performer and the audience on the agreed style of
music being performed and that it is in line with expectations and previous
experiences of that genre. It relates to legitimacy and having the right to speak for
a particular community because of the relationship with the pre-existing musical
traditions (A. Moore 215). This last factor assumes particular relevance for
alt.country, however they are all important. What is initially noticeable and
pertinent to my own discussion is that all Moore’s conceptions of authenticity

suggest a dialogue between audience and performer.

This relational or communal element of the concept, discussed by Moore,
is also largely agreed upon elsewhere and adds to the concept’s overriding sense
of belonging. Lindholm suggests that authenticity is understood as the unity that
comes from belonging to a group that it felt to be real and sincere (1). Stevens
heralds that authenticity is a practice of “direct human interaction between
performer and audience” (125). This sense of intimacy and immediacy are integral
markers of authenticity, specifically in relation to rock music discourse (A.

Moore 211). Authenticity is primarily demonstrated through performance.
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Musicians displaying authenticity are involved in a performance that persuades

the audience of their sincerity. Again, raising issues of believability and

constructedness.
...Genuineness, spontaneity, immediacy, etc- are all qualities associated
with performance. To be said to exist, they have to be demonstrated; they
have to become clearly visible to the audience. The paradox contained
within this formulation is not that an audience accepts as real that which
is patently unreal; rather it is that an audience accepts reality, or
authenticity, as performance, without necessarily accepting that its status
as performance invalidates it as a true expression of a star’s authentic
self” (Dyer 133).

There is general agreement among scholars that the concept is socially

constructed, or at least socially negotiated (Connell and Gibson 28; Gardner 139;

Peterson), thus it is inherently subjective and also concepts of it will inevitably

change over time.

Alt.country relies on authenticity and the audience’s perception of these
values, more than many genres. While musical genres act as shortcuts and guide
expectations, they only do some of the work in accounting for the whole
overarching aesthetics and ideology of the genre and its purpose. Stating that
alt.country is a mix of punk and country is insufficient as it excludes many other
folk or bluegrass bands with a decisively rebellious (and thus alt.country) spirit.
Old Crow Medicine Show, which are widely celebrated by the genre’s audience
and gatekeepers (primarily the music press) are exemplary of this exact issue.
Thus, while genre-bound shortcuts such as displaying country and punk
characteristics and acting as an antithesis to Nashville’s commercialism, play a
vital role in alt.country’s definition, the internalisation of authentic values and a
true-to-life persona are more indicative of the genre to the audience. Peterson and
Beal’s work demonstrated that these values-based judgements were important in

the genre’s initial definition, but my research will extend this, suggesting it is
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equally important in maintaining the genre or redefining its place in the musical

landscape today.

AUTHENTICITY AND MODERNISM

While it feels like popular music’s desire for authenticity is a reaction to a
decisively modern ‘lack’ felt within culture, the concept actually possesses more
of a history. The context in which the need for authenticity began to be
articulated or expressed as a desirable quality in the experience of culture
emphasises that it was a reactionary measure, or a means of adjustment to living
in a modern industrialist society. The search for authentic culture related to
negotiating or carving out a place within culture for the self. Lindholm’s work
describes how authenticity is related to the perceived decay of modern society
(2008). He traces the emergence of the concept and the need to be authentic as
developing concurrently with the experience of modernity in the sixteenth
century. An individual’s changing role in society, the pursuit of wealth and
power, de-emphasising the unquestionable power of the church, and the decline
of face-to-face contact all brought about a void, or a sense of alienation and
meaninglessness, which many individuals sought to fill with “authentic” culture
(3). He traces this idea through a range of media and cultural products,
demonstrating the nuances, but more importantly the similarities between these
and the reliance on the ‘feel’ of culture and the seemingly genuine qualities of

these, in modern society.

The need to fill the void that accompanied urbanisation and modernisation
is echoed by many other scholars of varied fields. The idea of depthlessness that
runs though Fredric Jameson’s work on postmodernism certainly speaks to this
idea. It suggested that culture is always attempted to be filled or added to, but it
is incapable of maintaining it, thus the search for authentic culture is never-
ending, with the characteristics constantly changing (this will be discussed in

detail in the final chapter of this thesis). Similarly, while Moore’s work
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recognises the incapability of authentic culture in the postmodern age, he also

says that postmodernity is precisely why we desire that which is authentic. In

this case then, the past offers to the producer and a consumer a cultural resource.

As Raymond Williams writes,
It is significant, for example, that the common image of the country is
now an image of the past, and the common image of the city an image of
the future. That leaves, if we isolate them, an undefined present. The pull
of the idea of the country is towards old ways, human ways, natural
ways. The pull of the idea of the city is towards progress, modernisation,
development. In what is then a tension, a present experienced as tension,
we use the contrast of country and city to ratify an unresolved division
and conflict of impulses, which it might be better to face in its own terms
(297).

The rural and authentic (which are interchangeable and often represent synonyms

of one another) offer stable and understandable tools of representation, which can

be mobilised as a useful way to begin to understand the changing present.

RUSTICITY AND THE HOME

The general shift from rural societies to urban ones and the unknown element of
this lived experience suggest possible reasons for the need for ‘authentic’ culture.
This is addressed by Lindholm’s work (and others). As he writes, the search of
authenticity can also be seen as a product of the movements of individuals from a
rural environment to an urban one. Because of this “people were no longer quite
sure where they belonged, what their futures held for them, or who their
neighbours were” (Lindholm 3). In this sense, rural culture offered a stable
reference point, which individuals could continue to define themselves through,
despite the changing world around them. It also offered a sense of belonging and
somewhere to inhabit, even if it was imagined. Authentic culture and the practice

of romantically ‘looking back’ understandably provided a source of comfort in
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familiarity for newly urbanised individuals.

Many of these arguments pertaining to authenticity as a response to a
newly urbanised society are mirrored in Raymond Williams’ contestations
surrounding the pervasive presence of rurality and the countryside in English
literature. Williams says this desire to ‘go back’ has always been a priority in
culture. In his book The Country and The City, he suggests that while modern
society is now geographically and ideologically distant from its rural roots, there
remains an ingrained representation of the rural experience that both reader and
writer maintain a nostalgic longing for or an emotional closeness to. This is
despite (or perhaps because of) their lack of direct experience with the
environment described (2). The myth of simplicity and happiness as being an
unquestionable presence in rural life disregards the often harsh reality of the
experience, with shrinking crop prices, poor-yielding seasons, and hard labour
more representative of rural life. Countries and cities, as places are themselves
quite varied, however common associations about them both do persist, which
lends the words’ their power. “Rural space is often represented as a ‘natural’ or
pure environment in opposition to the pace and activity of the city. As such, the
countryside is often seen as a refuge from the oppressive aspects of city life”
(Valentine 250). They are also both changeable ‘“historical realities” (Williams
289), as Williams clearly shows. Both words carry with them a variety of
signifiers pertaining to labour, imagined life, freedom, capitalism, and family that

authentic culture often attempts to invoke.

Despite this acknowledgement, the idealised version of the countryside
has almost always been used in culture. Williams gives an example from 1500
(40). Citing the associated idea of innocence (46), these persistent rural tropes
Williams sees in English literature occurred for many of the same reasons to why
authentic culture is often sought. It was a point of escapism to a simpler time,
demonstrating it is not specific to American or postmodern culture. In relation to

country music, “Country’s ongoing invocation of “tradition” and its link to
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everyday, rural, working and middle-class life is, and has been, a key aspect of its
construction of meaning and authenticity (Hill ‘Out of the Barn and into a Home’
173-4). Thus, the desire for authentic rural tropes and geographic references is
not a new or unusual experience, but it is integral to maintaining the sincerity of

the genre.

Like Lindholm, Williams posits that the rural representations are seen as
an antidote to the alienation of ‘modern’ life, acting as a shortcut to an
understandable and familiar culture. However, this actually adds to the sense of
confusion felt within culture. As Williams writes, “Clearly the contrast of the
country and city is one of the major forms in which we become conscious of a
central part of our experience and of the crises of our society” (289). As Williams
describes, authentic rural culture represents the past, as this is the place that we
want to return to. It is simple and understandable. This sits in opposition to the

urban environment which is representative of the future.

However, this is not a modern idea, especially not in country music.
Within the genre, this idea of returning to a mythic imaginary has always been
present. “While [A.P.] Carter looked forward in anticipation to a glorious time
after death, alternative country artists typically look back nostalgically to an
imagined small-town life of the 1940s” (Peterson and Beal 235), suggesting that,
at least for the country artist, there is no ‘perfect’ time, only representations of
these times that persist. It also evokes Eric Hobsbawm’s writing on the invention
of tradition. Although he discusses it in a nationhood sense, it is a useful way to
frame the idea of belonging. He says, “Invented traditions...is essentially a
process of formalization and ritualization, characterised by reference to the past,
if only by imposing repetition” (4), thus the referencing to past traditions is
considered valid, if only because for its repetition. The concept of the invention
of tradition and Peterson’s idea of fabricating authenticity and memory speak to
each other, as both are socially agreed upon forms of repetition. Hobsbawm

suggests that modern movements seek continuity with the past while Peterson
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says that country music is involved in a similar project. Regardless, the time that
country artists are searching for in whatever form is characterised by its
unattainability in the present. The Carter Family’s songs also represent that the
time that these alt.country artists are yearning for is equally imperfect. However,
returning to and revisiting representations of that which we already know and
that evokes feelings of familiarity and safety does seems logical within the

framework offered by the postmodernity.

The concept of authenticity and the music that defines itself through this
quality is rendered understandable, a fixed reference point in an increasingly
uncertain age. Although our place and home always changes, “this mythic
American home is fixed and unchanging, belonging where it always and forever
has belonged and will belong —in nature” (Livingstone 22). As the final chapter of
this thesis will demonstrate, the fixed nature of the mythic home is frequently
evoked by alt.country artists. Contradictorily, it is stable but also historically
responsive. This emotional attachment to music and culture that appears to
demonstrate sincerity is favoured, especially when simultaneously evoking a

seemingly strong and solid rural ideal.

A similar binary is at play in regards to the urban/rural dichotomy. The
evocation of one will equally describe or call to mind its other. Ben Child
discusses a comparable idea, concentrating on the rhetoric of place and
displacement in Bob Dylan’s work. This deals with how tensions between the
rural and urban are manifested in relation to his work, suggesting it is a common
motif. He suggests that it may be more complicated than a rejection of the urban
for the utopian rural. As Child suggests, “[s]tories like these reveal less about the
character of the city or the country than they do about a deeper existential
malaise” (206). Ideas surrounding both the binaries of the authentic/artificial and
rural/urban can only exist with and through their relationship with their opposing
values, as has been previously suggested. Although Childs suggests a

complication . ““... [T]he country and the city are engaged in a dialogue that
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makes it impossible to code the forms definitively one way or another” (208),
thus a reliance on these binaries persists. This signals the instability of
authenticity as a defining characteristic of a genre, as it is constantly shifting and

reorganising itself in relation to itself and other values and ideas.

Authenticity’s transient and fluid qualities are at the forefront of defining
the concept, despite efforts from many to pin it down and account for physical
and emotion manifestations of it. Moore has offered the most complex coverage
of the concept’s relation to these issues to date. He continues to emphasise the
personal and emotive nature of authenticity, signalling its continued importance
to the concept’s definition. The high degree of currency authenticity possesses
suggests the desire for “real” music, culture, and relationships that are reflective
of true experiences has not waned. This works in partnership with the extensive
and pervasive rural, rustic, country-based discourses that circulate within the
genre, endlessly referenced with little (if any) concrete basis. However, as
Williams, Lindholm, and Hobsbawm reminds us, the act of inference is much
more powerful that what is physically being discussed as ‘real” or ‘true-to-life’,
thus maintaining the artists’ authenticity through their imagined rural lives. As I
will argue in following chapters, despite the unrealities and incapability of gaining
access to the real, the audience continues to feel they are privy to something true
and meaningful, which is lacking elsewhere in culture. The unreality and
artificialness of the present causes individuals to evoke a rural, mythic home that
Williams notes we may not have had direct experience with. This contradiction is
lived and constantly being reproduced by both producers and consumers of
authentic culture and is integral to the aesthetic appeal and commercial power of

alt.country.
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CHAPTER THREE: CULTURAL CAPITAL AND ALT.COUNTRY

Alt.country and its main definer, authenticity has an explicit relationship with
cultural capital and distinction. As is clear from the previous chapter, being
‘genuine’ or ‘real’ relies on a lived experience, which culminates in authority and
status within the alt.country scene. Here Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural
capital will be introduced and used as a primary tool of analysis to determine
what knowledge and experiences are deemed valuable within and to this
subculture. The extension to subcultural capital will be offered through Sarah
Thornton’s work. Under-researched in this dynamic between popular music,
authenticity, and cultural capital is the role of the music press. The forms of
authenticity and cultural capital that critics may bestow on particular artists will
be discussed here, first from a historical point, then framed by a case study of No
Depression. Discursive analysis of alt.country’s coalescing magazine will
highlight the ways knowledge and authenticity is asserted and can direct the
trajectory of the genre, exhibiting a dependency on collective authenticity and a
belief in what is communally felt. After first establishing that No

Depression functions as an integral gatekeeper of alt.country, later analysis will
show that attempts from them to steer the trajectory of genre though widespread
and frequent is not always accepted by the genre’s community. Individual
conceptions of authenticity, affect and their personal experience are also

influential qualities.

BOURDIEU AND CULTURAL CAPITAL

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has long been established as one of the leading
thinkers regarding social structures and how taste reproduces cultural and critical
power. Importantly he recognises how and why these patterns are reproduced
and thus, retain their power. He places an emphasis on education, suggesting that
cultural learning as well as class can (and does) dictate our predispositions in

fundamental ways, which his study sought to illuminate. In cultural studies, his
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work is oft-referenced without a second thought; he has virtually defined the
critical field in which patterns of taste can be considered. His framework, which
at times echoes Marx and at others invokes Kant and Durkheim, offers inroads
for many scholars to critically engage with and extend his work, which they
continue to do today. Many concepts established in his seminal

study Distinction (1984(2000)) have become integral tools for studying the media
and its formulation and social effects. One such concept is that of cultural capital.
This concept refers the knowledge that can be considered valuable, transferable or
exchangeable within a particular sociocultural arena or field. It is anything
(outside of economic capital) that lends an individual or group status and
reverence. Hesmondhalgh suggests that, “Being able to acquire the cultural capital
needed to enter into these taste communities requires being fluent, essentially in a
rarefied language, as well as having knowledge of particular aesthetic
hierarchies’(‘Indie: The Institutional Politics and Aesthetics of a Popular Music
Genre ¢ 59). While Bourdieu concentrates on education as being a primary and
accurate determinant of cultural capital and key way in which we acquire these
languages and hierarchies that Hesmondhalgh discusses, he is careful to avoid
saying that a high quality education alone is sufficient to explain the acquisition
of cultural capital (Distinction 46). A high education and economic status does
not always equate with a high amount of acquired cultural capital, which is gained
through our “social trajectory” (The Field of Cultural Production 6). Consider
subcultures, for example. Formal education holds a low amount of cultural capital
(if any) within these cultures generally. Cultural education, or what you know or
who you know, takes precedence over formal learned knowledge. Despite this

change in focus, Bourdieu’s ideas have continuing relevance.

Recently, Bourdieu’s ideas that have found the most traction within
cultural studies relate to social structures within which the processes of taste and
cultural appreciation take place. What Bourdieu’s work keenly illuminated (albeit
in a densely scholarly way) is that accruing cultural capital does not ‘just

happen’, but it is best seen as a project that takes work. Bourdieu compares
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cultural capital to a suntan or a trim physique (possible alluding to its face value
or ‘for appearance’s sake’ quality of cultural capital itself). As Bourdieu writes,
“The work of acquisition is work on oneself (self improvement), an effort that
presupposes a personal cost” (‘Education, Culture, Economy, and Society’ 48).
This also presupposes a general worth to the project; the accumulation of
cultural capital is worth all this work because it offers the individual a degree of
status. Bourdieu also alludes to its transitory state, or as a project that requires
constant effort.
Capital, which in its objectified or embodied forms, takes time to
accumulate and which, as a potential capacity to produce profits and to
reproduce itself in identical or expanded form, contains a tendency to
persist in its being, is a force inscribed in the objectivity of things so that
everything is not equally possible or impossible. And the structure of the
distribution of the different types and subtypes of capital at a given
moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social world,
1.e., the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that world,
which govern its functioning in a durable way, determining the chances of
success for practices (‘Education, Culture, Economy, and Society’ 46).
Bourdieu largely ignores the economics of cultural capital and how this effort can
be turned into some sort of reward. Garnham and Williams (and Thornton)
discuss its convertibility into economic capital, stating that those who have the
most capital also have the ability to do this. However, even disregarding the overt
link, those with the high sufficient cultural capital have access; to greater
opportunities and job prospects, which will eventually become economically
significant. Through this economic freedom, individuals often develop a taste for
‘the finer things in life’ or a more refined taste than their middle or working class
counterparts. The concentration on this aspect of Bourdieu’s work (his
preoccupation with the allegoric potential of social class) has waned somewhat
from scholarly attention. Writers using Bourdieu’s work now tend to avoid these
types of (sometimes stereotypical) generalities and focus instead on the more

fruitful aspects of his discussion, such as the reproduction of these structures
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and the reasons behind this, through the lenses of gender or ethnicity and how

that may inflect these structures.

DISTINCTION

While cultural capital is used as an allegory for knowledge and experience that is
valuable and exchangeable within a field, it might be more appropriate in the
subcultural setting to mobilise the idea of distinction. Distinction is precisely
useful when attempting to understand the dynamics of knowledge within a field,
because it accounts for what is and isn 't valuable and the ability to know and
articulate the difference. This is then used in society to point to specific qualities
about individuals. More specifically Bourdieu writes,
There are thus as many fields of preferences as there are fields of
possibles. Each of these works- drinks (mineral waters, wines and
aperitifs) or automobiles, newspapers or holiday resorts, design or
furnishings of house or garden, not to mention political programmes-
provides the small number of distinctive features, which functioning as a
system of differences, differential deviations, allow the most fundamental
social differences to be expressed almost as completely through the most
complex and refined expressive systems available in the legitimate arts:
and it can be seen that the total field of these fields offers well-nigh
inexhaustible possibilities for the pursuit of distinction” (Distinction 223).
Distinction can be thought of as a personal social asset, like cultural capital, that
asserts an individuals’ right to be somewhere or with someone. Bourdieu uses the
word distinction to talk about defining one thing from another and determining
what is fundamentally valuable (‘Education, Culture, Economy, and Society’ 49).
This happens on a cultural/linguistic level too. Garnham and Williams describe
this form of categorisation as having social and linguistic consequences. “In
English as in French the double meaning of that word, both as a categorical and a
social term precisely mirrors the function of symbolic power (214). Thornton,

recognising that cultural capital is key to this project, describes “Cultural capital

47



as the “lynchpin” in a system of distinction relating to cultural and social

hierarchies (10).

The ability to distinguish or to recognise high taste or culture is what
Kauppo describes as an “unchanging foundation”, which enables individuals to
attribute particular characteristic or values to others (104). The aesthetics or
cultural artefacts that are actually valued may change but the values (and what
people believe this taste stands in for) remain relatively fixed. Therefore, social
distinction (and one’s ability to recognise value in culture) can be metonymic for
other sociocultural and political factors. Think, for example, of the personal
values we place (perhaps somewhat stereotypically) on individuals who enjoy
foreign cinema. They conjure up artfulness and culture, adventure, and perhaps
an inquisitive nature and a concern with the politics and histories of other
nations. These assumptions are made without taking into account the nature of
the content of these individual films. These allegorical processes happen
constantly through the framework of distinction in a largely unconscious way.
Related to this is Bourdieu’s claim that taste is generally a project of negation:
“Tastes (i.e., manifested preferences) are the practical affirmation of an inevitable
difference. It is no accident that, when they have to be justified, they are asserted
purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes. In matters of taste, more than
anywhere else, all determination is negation” (Distinction 49). Thus individuals or
groups are assessed on these factors and what their tastes or cultural

preoccupations may tell us about their wider preferences and dispositions.

A CRITIQUE OF BOURDIEU’S WORK

While Bourdieu’s theory of cultural practice and taste are at times central to
studies of culture, some weaknesses of his work must be kept in mind. Despite
what Garnham and Williams state in 1980 was an initially mixed and fragmented
reaction (209), as a product of almost 20 years of research it remains invaluable

and there has been a wide amount of consensus and consolidation regarding the
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value of his work. Another consideration that has been noted by Thornton and
others is that Bourdieu’s work is a product of his own habitus. His work is
influenced by his position in a society. As being a scholarly, educated, French
white male carries with it particular ways of seeing which inevitably work to
inflect his writing, both in terms of his object of study and his critical engagement
with interview data. These constraints must be kept in mind with any research,
as we all bring individual subjectivities and understandings to the analysis of
cultural work. But as Bourdieu’s object study is in the personal areas of taste and

culture itself, these issues are magnified.

The economic aspect of Bourdieu’s work must also be considered
critically. As Garnham and Williams suggest, he is too deterministic with his
cultural and economic contentions (222). Certainly, in modern, post-industrial
and equalitarian society, there is a common belief that individuals are not as
tightly bound to their social class as Bourdieu’s work suggests and that there is
some room for economic and cultural advancement. Distinction and cultural
capital’s convertibility in to economic capital was not fully appreciated by
Bourdieu. Garnham and Williams raise this point in their critique of Bourdieu,
and Thornton expands upon it, stating that converting it is what those with the
most cultural capital do; they convert it in to economic capital through their high
esteem in the particular field. Therefore, while it may not happen often, those
without a higher education or the hereditary genealogy that Bourdieu outlines
may still come to enjoy a status of high economic and cultural capital. Subcultural
writings on the concept have also put economics to one side, suggesting that
knowledge and power within a scene is more valuable than economic worth. This

is an aspect that Bourdieu did not consider, but heavily informs this thesis.

The concepts of distinction and cultural capital are specific and
formalised products of Bourdieu’s own habitus. This is partially the reason that
Sarah Thornton extended his work and developed the concept. Thornton is a

Canadian sociologist who wrote about taste, hierarchy and rituals in the nineties
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British dance culture scene. Through this research, she developed the idea of
‘subcultural capital’. Though not much of leap conceptually (it bears all the same
characteristics as Bourdieu’s concept but has a slightly tilted social focus), it is
useful to determine who has power and influence in particular contexts, and the
reasons owing to this power. Mobilising and extending Bourdieu’s work seems
relevant among what Thornton calls “taste cultures” (3), because of the
similarities it bears to Bourdieu’s object of study. The loci of her study, within
the realms of popular music appear to be an obvious choice, because of the
notions of membership, associated activities and behaviours that are required
within any music scene, as all genres rely on cultural capital to make themselves

understandable and distinct.

Because of this, there always exists an obvious hierarchy which works to
structure the field (both in Bourdieu’s work and Thornton’s study of dance
music cultures). As Thornton writes,

Subcultural capital can be objectified or embodied. Just as books and

paintings display cultural capital in the family home, so subcultural

capital is objectified in the form of fashionable haircuts, and well-
assembled record collections (full of well-chosen, limited edition ‘white
label’ twelve-inches and the like). Just like cultural capital is personified
in ‘good’ manners and urbane conversation, subcultural capital is
embodied in the form of being ‘in the know,’ using (but not over-using)
current slang and looking as if you were born to perform the latest dance

styles (11-12).

Following Bourdieu, she states that all of this must be displayed as if it is second
nature. “Both cultural capital and subcultural capital put a premium on the
‘second nature’ of their knowledges. Nothing depletes capital more than the sight
of someone trying too hard” (203). Ryan Moore agrees, stating that the
knowledge must appear effortlessly acquired, but also, more importantly for our
discussion, “cannot appear to have been acquired through the mainstream media

or other outlets of the culture industry” (232). Here, the expectation is of
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instinctive knowledge, despite the fact that mainstream media is primarily where

knowledge about popular music and other cultural forms is gleamed.

While the similarities between cultural capital and its subcultural
counterpart are obvious, it is useful for the purposes of this work to expound on
its specific characteristics. The concept of subcultural capital values a hierarchy
that is relevant to the particular scene. In other words, any subcultural field is
reliant on knowledge. But more important is how this knowledge is distributed.

Because the appropriation of cultural products presupposes dispositions

and competences which are not distributed universally (although they

have the appearance of innateness), these products are subject to
exclusive appropriation, material or symbolic, and, functioning as cultural
capital (objectified or internalized), they yield a profit in distinction,
proportionate to the rarity of the means required to appropriate them,
and a profit in legitimacy, the profit par excellence, which consists, in the
fact of feeling justified in being (what one is), being what it is right to be”

(Bourdieu Distinction 225).

The structure of subcultural fields relies on the fact that some know more than
others and that this information and knowledge is fundamentally uneven or
scarce. This hierarchy means that people with the most (and most valuable)
knowledge may function as tastemakers, either directly or indirectly, working to
guide taste for themselves but more importantly for those who possess less
relevant knowledge, or subcultural capital than themselves. What both Bourdieu
and Thornton have made clear in their work is that knowledge and knowing has

consequences in relation to cultural and subcultural capital.

As already identified, the cultural (and subcultural) capital dynamic relies
on particular knowledge to be possessed. Perhaps even more importantly to
subcultural capital, where one is required to up to date and ‘trendy’, is the oft-
hand delivery of this knowledge, which may be specifities regarding recordings,

personnel, geographical references, or record labels, which must be delivered
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casually and without effort. Distinction plays a role here as it assists in guiding
relevancy. It also helps an individual determine what information is relevant. As
Thornton writes, cultural (or subcultural) capital is the lynchpin of distinction. It
also offers rationale for the hierarchy that exists within any popular music
subculture. Some people or groups have acquired a higher amount of subcultural
capital than others and as such usually represent the tastemakers of that

particular scene.

Importantly for Ryan Moore, subcultural capital is also subject to
liquidation. Following Bourdieu’s view that the acquisition of cultural capital is
an ongoing project, so too is the effort to maintain it. Speaking of the San Diego
mid-nineties post-grunge music scene, he charts how subcultural capital
dispersed when artists ‘sold out” and commercial interests worked to co-opt the
scene, which was eventually incorporated into the mainstream (2005). Moore
argues that all the cultural capital that was acquired in that scene is no longer
relevant, due to the mainstream status of the music, and because of this, is
liquidated. This changeability of subcultural capital is worth elaborating on
because it is under emphasised elsewhere. It takes constant effort and work to
remain relevance within a scene, which also stresses distinction's defining role
within subcultures. Bourdieu’s work has asserted that being in a society itself is
about aligning oneself with particular tastes (and values). This act of distinction
allows subcultures and fields to be set apart from one another. These distinctions

may also be where the appeal lies for their members.

While Thornton’s work on subcultural capital is very similar to
Bourdieu’s concept, there are some important nuances, which work to adjust her
focus slightly. Others have also given interesting and important insights to
popular music that could not have happened by simply mobilising Bourdieu’s
theory alone. Thornton’s work concerns itself with gender, rather than
economics, owing mainly to her object of study. As she suggests, “The assertion

of subcultural distinction relies, in part, on a fantasy of classlessness” (204),
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adding that roles within many subcultures (her object of study included) are
typically gendered. This move away from economics and high culture mirrors a
shift within popular cultural studies generally. Many have criticised Bourdieu’s
elitist tastes. Hesmondhalgh says that many academics see a hierarchy between
high and low culture as an inadequate way to understand culture (‘Audience and
Everyday Aesthetics’ 511). As this is Bourdieu’s position, a serious
consideration of popular music would be difficult without developing or

extending his theory.

WHAT IS ITS RELEVANCE FOR ALT.COUNTRY?

Bearing in mind previous discussion regarding the formulation of alt.country, the
genre’s relation (and dependence) on the Bourdieu-influenced concept of
subcultural capital (and distinction) should be quite obvious. Stevie Simkin
suggests, ”Authenticity is less an objectively measurable property than it is a
token of cultural capital” (194). This is owing to the genre’s lack of formal
boundaries and stylistic or aesthetic solidification. It relies on the dual
Bourdieuian concepts of cultural capital and distinction to remain understandable
and relevant. Fox and Ching state, “While notoriously resistant to defining the
genre, those who produce and promote the music resort to a discourse of cultural
capital, evoking notions of discernment, art, and authenticity to distinguish this
music from mere “products” of the mainstream music industry” (8). Through
this, the tastemakers of the scene take precedence in guiding patterns of taste,
relying on a discourse of authenticity to distinguish the genre from others.
Subcultural capital’s application to scenes and subcultures makes it more relevant
for our discussion here. This will be expanded upon and then a case study will be
offered. While it is tempting to say that alt.country is primarily concerned with
the acquisition and display of adequate cultural capital, what is more pertinent to
this thesis is Bourdieu’s idea of distinction, as the act of knowing and

understanding what is inherently valuable takes primary importance.
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Within the alt.country subculture, there is information or activities that
are valued by the scene, largely taking its cues from punk and country, which
worked to influence it. As Lindholm writes, the idea of cultural capital represents
a sort of social contract between the performer and the audience. “...Successful
country artists cannot be wholly manufactured in the recording studio; they must
play live music and entertain audiences in person. They have to go on tour, give
revealing and intimate interviews to fan magazines, and make themselves readily
available to their fans” (36). In alt.country, cultural capital can take either the
embodied or objectified form (Bourdieu also discusses institutionalised cultural
capital, which takes the form of education or degrees, but there appears to be no
subcultural equivalent). Examples of embodied cultural capital within alt.country
include, knowing personal details (emotional or familial details) about the
musicians, a knowledge of the history of American country and folk musics, an
appreciation among fans and musicians alike of traditional values. Somewhat
paradoxically, vices and a depressed disposition also carry weight within this
field. This all works to make this highly intertextual and reflexive genre more
engaging. Those who can ‘spot the reference’ hold a larger amount of cultural

capital here.

There are also many examples of objectified cultural capital (which
initially seems at odds with the genre’s self identified anti-commercial stance).
For musicians, this can again take the form of dress or equipment. Vintage, aged,
simple, and usually American crafted instruments (such as Fender or artisan
guitar and amplification) are valued. This, in turn, is recognised by audience
members with sufficient cultural capital. In relation to the members of this scene,
they demonstrate differing amounts of cultural capital through ownership of
records, merchandise, and their personal dress sense. Despite the music industry
generally moving towards a digital format, the emphasis in alt.country remains on
the physical object with releases on vinyl, special, limited, and tour editions

almost considered norm within the scene.
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Distinction is then required to make all this knowledge and information
meaningful, both individually and collectively. There is no use or relevance in
owning a rare Whiskeytown record, if the significance of the object is never
realised. The key detail here is being able to talk about objects, events, and
people in way that asserts your knowledge and is transferable within the
subculture. The ability to converse, discuss opinions and views on alt.country
artists is a key way in which cultural capital is displayed. It is also integral to
externalising distinction and reinforcing your place within the scene. In this
sense, as much as it is a project about asserting your knowledge, it also feeds into
narratives of identification and identity formation. As Simkin writes,

In the absence of objective reasons for differentiation, the turn to country

becomes what Cash called “A way of talking about choices- a way to

look, a group to belong to, a kind of music to call [one’s] own”: an
exercise in what Bourdieu calls “distinction”, an attempt to amass what

Thornton calls “subcultural capital” (67).

Listening to and engaging with popular music is always a choice, and is usually a
stylised and ideological decision that listeners are drawn to because of musical,
aesthetic, and ideological factors; things that they think make this music both
distinctive and works allegorically to assert their own difference. What
Bourdieu’s work here can account for is lifestyle factors that inevitably inform
this choice. And, as we will see in a later chapter, alt.country has a revelatory
function for the musicians as much as it does the audience, which contributes to

the pleasure found in the genre.

JUSTIN TOWNES EARLE: A CASE STUDY

Alt.country musician and revivalist Justin Townes Earle exemplifies all of these
issues well. His music is a combination of country, gospel, blues, and folk with a
distinct raw punk edge. But he embodies and objectifies the character and
persona of the alt.country spirit, showing the characteristics of alt.country as

well as any of the other loosely collected artists. It is however the cultural capital
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to make his music meaningful, understandable, and ultimately more enjoyable
that I wish to concentrate on here. He offers a workable case study of the
embodiment and objectification of cultural capital, and what knowledge is valued
within the subculture, on both the production and consumption sides of the
equation. The issues surrounding reproduction will also be addressed, as I alluded

to alt.country’s troubled relationship with this previously.

Continuing from the previous discussion surrounding the specifics of
embodied and objectified cultural capital within alt.country, Justin Townes Earle
offers some particularly telling characteristics of these qualities. Again,
institutionalised cultural capital will be put to one side, but it is crucial to
consider that a /ack of institutionalised cultural capital is valued here. Embodied
cultural capital is accumulated over time and requires considerable effort and
individual investment (hence its uneven distribution). While this bears similarity
to the ‘hard labour’ rhetoric addressed in his lyrics, it is more accurately
expressed in interviews when alt.country artists discuss the energy and effort it
took to write a particular song or album. As Justin Townes Earle exemplifies:

“I’m a cocktail napkin writer,” he says. “I tend to have five or six songs

going at once, especially when I’'m working on a record. It helps with the

continuity.” He writes with the big picture in mind: how the album will

play, how the songs will complement one another and form a narrative. “I

wrote Harlem River Blues in sequence. | had the song ‘Rogers Park’

already, so I put that at the end and write towards it. It’s like a thesis:

You have a hard beginning, middle, and end, and only the most important

information is necessary” (Deusner ‘The Son Also Rises’ 2).

This evokes Bourdieu’s requirement of the personal cost of cultural capital.
Songwriting here is represented as a particularly arduous task, but a necessary
one. It also shows physical investment and the embodiment qualities of the

genre.
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Specifically with Justin Townes Earle this narrative of embodiment is
usually depicted through the dual lenses of the family and drug abuse. His songs
frequently address the trouble of living in his father’s shadow (‘Mama’s Eyes’,
for example). His father, Steve Earle has been a foundational and creative member
of the country revival since the 1970s. Indeed, Bourdieu suggests that family
connections are a determining factor in cultural capital. There have been many
instances when fame and popularity in the country scene is owed largely (or
completely) to family lineage. Peterson even suggests that, . . . being able to
show a family heritage in country music is perhaps the strongest asset among
authenticity claims” (219). This is certainly the case with Justin Townes Earle,
starting in his father Steve Earle’s backing band and graduating to a solo career,
almost every press article on Justin Townes Earle mentions his father and his
music, working to validate Justin Townes Earle’s output, through association. A
photo shoot taken for American Songwriter strongly suggested that, by feeding
off each other, they both possess high amounts of embodied cultural capital that
is valued within the scene. Related to hereditary factors is Justin Townes Earle’s
name itself. His debt to his father is obvious in the form of the surname. But
‘Townes’ is an embodiment of the genre and a pertinent reference to musical
history. Of course referencing Townes Van Zandt (one of country’s most
troubled and influential songwriters) places Justin Townes Earle within a musical
history that his songs must ultimately align with. In a live recording he says, “. . .
Speaking of drinking too much, the late great Townes Van Zandt once said that
you cannot do a set without a blues. . .”, he then proceeds to play a Lightnin’
Hopkins’ song, dedicating it to Van Zandt (Live at the Newport Folk Festival,
2011). This demonstrates that he has been influenced by Townes Van Zandt, in

terms of music and the expected trajectory of a country musician.

Obvious allusions to drugs, alcohol, women, and other vices are a
common and respected factor in alt.country (in this way it is similar to
psychedelic rock). Embodiment of the genre in this regard comes from following

the line of respected musicians that have come before them, such as Hank
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Williams, Townes Van Zandt, Gram Parsons, and Waylon Jennings
(interestingly, these struggles with vices are specifically gendered). Justin
Townes Earle has written many songs about this own addiction (“Slippin’ and
Slidin’”, for example (Harlem River Blues 2010)) and has been very candid in the
magazine interviews, working to ensure a high degree of cultural capital and
authenticity.
I shot heroin and smoked crack for years,” he says, “and you know who
that hurt? That hurt me. We do damage to the people around us with our
drug problems, but we don’t ever hurt anybody more than we hurt
ourselves. I think junkies forget that, and I think that’s what kills them
most of the time. I’'m the one who has to live with the fact that my liver’s
f***ed up at 29 years old and I’'m probably going to have a heart attack
when I’m in my mid thirties. That’s why I tend to be pretty cavalier
about it. It’s my problem, and I deal with it myself. Other people like to
make my problems their problems, but that’s their f***ing choice”
(Duesner ‘The Son Also Rises’ 3).
He is also revelatory in live performances, divulging personal details about his
childhood and his past.
I like to drink. . .A lot. I like to drink in the morning. I prefer vodka
straight. I know a lot of people like beer, but that just doesn’t work fast
enough. I also like to do cocaine, and a lot of it. And I like to do that in
the morning too. I also like to eat painkillers. A shit load of painkillers.
And you can see this being a problem. . . (Live at the Newport Folk
Festival, 2011).
Also evident in this performance is the yelps and cheers of approval from the
crowd, taking pleasure in this persona, which Renee Dechert says musicians
cultivate in order to generate appeal (‘Recorded Music and Rhetorical Analysis

49).

Objectified cultural capital is material objects that through use and

recognition bestow cultural capital onto the user. If we return to Justin Townes
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Earle’s on-stage persona, it offers a good example of that. As we have already
mentioned, alt.country musicians require particular instruments, in order to
objectify the required cultural capital. Earle’s ‘beat up’ guitar and simple range of
accessories (a capo and a harmonica) objectify the familiar narrative of struggle
and poverty that surrounds the country/blues musician, as well as the enduring
importance of their music fundamentally demonstrating a ‘lack’. Typically
alt.country musicians do not have sophisticated, high technology instruments or
recording devices and what they do have is widely used within the genre. His
supporting musicians, a double bassist and a fiddler player speaks to the

traditional blues set up, and again is a good example of this objectification.

Following Dechert’s assertion of the musicians’ constructed persona,
Justin Townes Earle also represents his character through costume. Earle’s
physical presence and on-stage posturing is reminiscent of the outlaw country
artists. His suits, shirts, wide-brimmed hats, and technique of leaning down
towards the microphone are all reminiscent and obvious invocations to the legend
of Hank Williams, owning partly to their similar build. Here the hard country
narrative discussed by Peterson is both embodied and objectified by Earle to
accrue cultural capital in a way that is relevant and enjoyable to his intended
audience. As Gracyk writes, this isn’t uncommon.

Musicians project an identity by situating themselves in relation to other

musicians. Listeners derive meanings and value from popular music by

contributing cultural capital to the process-which seems to imply that

their own identity as members of a certain audience depends on the

ability of others to employ cultural capital situating them properly (35).
Thus, it is an important process for both the audience and the musicians. These
forms (and especially embodied cultural capital) speak to the authenticity of the
performer. This is the overarching rhetoric of the genre. Embodiment takes a
conscious, personal effort and by extension, a commitment to the field to accrue
and maintain. It must also be considered genuine to be accepted and transferable

within the field. Again, with the objectified cultural capital, correct use of the
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‘right’ objects is placed in high esteem, which in the case of alt.country involves a

backward-looking technique to making music in the current context.

REPRODUCTION

Alt.country, as a highly intertextual genre represents an unusual nexus of
authenticity, reproduction, and tradition. In order to be deemed authentic within
the subculture, a sound knowledge of tradition and what has come before is
needed. Moreover, if typical alt.country musicians extend or develop their sound
too much, they are deemed to be “sell outs”. A thin line between copying and
reproduction is frequently treaded. Musicians are required to respect traditions
while simultaneously exploring some new sounds. Justin Townes Earle
effectively acts as an intertext. Visually evoking his father and Hank Williams and
sonically alluding to Townes Van Zandt, Bruce Springsteen, or Buddy Holly
(depending on the song). To know and recognise these musical references and his
stylistic (fashion and showmanship-wise) resemblance to Hank Williams,
requires a wide knowledge of music and history, not just of country music. This
contributes to the discourses of alt.country fans as music lovers themselves,
demonstrating an appreciation of “all” music. This shows the need for the ‘right’
kind of cultural capital and distinction to render it relevant. But importantly, this
needs to be recognised by the audience and by the critics to have any power.
“For alt-country, the method of appropriation and use of past styles is perfectly
acceptable for an audience seeking some sort of link to a perceived authentic
experience of past performers, rural life, or hard living” (Turnbull 140). Indeed it
may be a more useful resource for these groups as they take pleasure in knowing
and displaying their capital than it is to Earle, who is in a relative position of
power, whose cultural capital (at least for the moment) is not being called in to

question.

This case study of (sub)cultural capital and its relationship with

alt.country (especially in relation to production) illuminates many of the
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elements of cultural capital or knowledge that alt.country (and country) music
concerns itself with and values. There is also a highly personalised aspect of
alt.country, which I am attempting to account for in mobilising Bourdieu’s
theory of cultural capital. But as Frith and Hesmondhalgh have reminded us, the
experience of popular music is nothing if not a personal one. Within alt.country,
highly specified personal details are divulged in an informal way (in magazine
articles, through performances, or by using the typical country music tool of the
conversational interlude) that are subsequently valued by audience and other
musicians. This is due to a few hard living musicians (Hank Williams and Gram
Parsons, primarily) creating particular expectations within the field, but even
their stories of hard living and debauchery have been exaggerated over the years.
However, what is fundamental is that this information would not be valued

similarly elsewhere. But it is transferable and exchangeable within this subculture.

Both Bourdieu and Thornton’s work on cultural capital speaks to the
concept of authenticity. In alt.country a high degree of authenticity on behalf of
the artists will (always) equate with a high degree of cultural capital. This is
owing in part to the highly self-referential aspects of the genre. Thus, depending
on a musicians’ place within the industry (speaking from a commercial/artistic
standpoint here), they will get the right to speak for a community. The opposite
is also true. If an individual displays a low amount of authenticity, it is likely
that they have a limited amount of cultural capital, which is not valued by the
genre. Though there is an effort from gatekeepers to determine these issues
collectively, authenticity is largely dependent on an individuals’ habitus or their

place within culture and history (which varies from person to person).

General rules about which artists display the highest amount of cultural
capital can be largely agreed upon, but never guaranteed. An example of this is
the British band Mumford and Sons. The English press largely agree they are
part of the new wave of English alt.country artists, along with Lightspeed

Champion and Noah and the Whale. Many members of this subculture have
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argued against this (on the No Depression forum, for example), especially after
their appearance on the Grammy Awards with Bob Dylan and the Avett
Brothers. This attempt to assert a particular type of narrative onto Mumford and
Sons, bringing them ‘into the fold’ through the rhetoric of music, community, and
authority, largely failed. As we will see, because of the high experiential reliance
and emotive qualities of the genre, musicians, journalists, and other gatekeepers
often have less power than they think in canonising alt.country. While there are
efforts to guide opinion from No Depression, conceptions of alt.country remain
mostly individual, relying on an individuals’ habitus and particularly their
cultural context to make it meaningful. As such the magazine has made a
concerted effort when discussing alt. country to speak personally and to

represent ‘the people’, an unusual technique within the mainstream music press.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE MUSIC PRESS AND A CASE STUDY OF NO

DEPRESSION

The music press acts as a primary instrument in the articulation and
dissemination of values and knowledge that renders popular music a unique
entity. The music critic favours artists and releases which represent cultural
value, acting as integral tastemakers for the audience. The music critic offers an
example of cultural capital in action, as critics both bestow cultural capital on
artists and usually possess a large amount of it themselves. This chapter will give
both Bourdieu and Thornton’s work discussed in the previous chapter a different
focus. After charting the history of both the music press and the music critic,
alt.country and its seminal publication, No Depression magazine, will be
introduced to comment on the dynamic between music critics, their readers and
authenticity, suggesting that while critics are still influential tastemakers due
largely to their respected position within the scene, individuals’ perception of the

genre will be inflected by their own understandings.

THE MUSIC PRESS: THE CRITIC AS AN INTERMEDIARY BETWEEN
THE ART FORM AND THE PRACTICE OF LISTENING

The cultural work done by the critic is central to any discussion of popular music
and its relationship to Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and distinction.
The music critic’s main function is to make music understandable. They also
facilitate the comprehension of art and sounds through words, utilising their
acquired knowledge. Thus it is a project in the display of distinction (or cultural
capital), as they determine who or what is valued through creating and
maintaining “aesthetic hierarchies” (Hesmondhalgh ‘Indie: The Institutional
Politics and Aesthetics of a Popular Music Genre’ 59), which, due to their
position of symbolic cultural power, are generally uncontested. They are
instrumental in constructing and maintaining what have already been identified as

arbitrary genre boundaries. Others agree that the critic is primarily a fan of music
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(Atton 53 and Frith Performing Rites 167). While this is true, their superior and
specialised knowledge is mobilised to create and sustain popular opinion. They
are fundamental gatekeepers of the elusive quality of authenticity and through
this have historically placed value (or otherwise) upon music. What also needs to
be acknowledged is the constraints of this cultural work. We should be careful
not to overstate the critic’s influence on wider society, as reading and engaging
with music criticism is a highly specified and concentrated activity. This is
despite Frith’s contestation that rock critics’ opinions will eventually trickle
down in to wider society: “Music papers, indeed, are important even for those
people who don’t buy them- their readers act as the opinion leaders, the rock
interpreters, the ideological gatekeepers for everyone else” (Sound Effects 165).
Kembrew McLeod’s suggestion that in today’s mediascape the critic acts as a
modern version of Antonio Gramsci’s organic intellectual is an assertion I wish to
elaborate on here, as it is integral to complicating the notion of the music critic
and determining their capacity to direct opinion today. The music critic as
organic intellectual arguably directs and negotiates tastes, through the

demonstration of superior knowledge.

Despite this history and their parallel position to developments and
trends in popular music, the critic is underrepresented (and perhaps more
concernedly undervalued) in academic discourse. Scholarly treatment of popular
music instead usually focuses on issues of identity, social change or globalisation,
in the form of micro