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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Overview.  The purpose of the proposed research is to explore the significance of electronic dance music (EDM) in youth culture and its connections to individual and collective identity and positive and negative behaviors in London, England. 

The search for collective identity through electronic dance music (EDM) is the result of latter 20th and early 21st century’s social, economic, historical and cultural forces. The subculture took shape in the late 1980s and early 1990s at underground rave parties in the U.S. and London (Reynolds 1998). 


Numerous social changes have, however, occurred since then to transform this subculture into a mainstream movement, youth-oriented lifestyle and global activity (see Bennett 2001, Reynolds 1998; Hill 2002).  For example, in the 1980s and 1990s, a “rave subculture” emerged in the U.S. and in other countries such as England.  Raves are all-night dance events attended by many people between 13-25 years of age.  Most were held in abandoned warehouses or open fields and were organized illegally, i.e., with improper registration and licensing documents.  


A subculture emerged around raves, featuring an ethos of peace, love, unity, and respect (the PLUR doctrine), rooted in community and empathy for others (Hill 2002; Hutson 2000; Reynolds 1998).   Rave fans and participants value self-expression via dancing, equality in social and political life, and freedom from rigid social norms (e.g., gender and sexual identification).  Activities include all-night dance parties, where individuals dance both independently and in sync with others to a Dj’s “vision” (Hutson 2000; Hill 2002; Bennett 2001; Reynolds 1998).  Since its early rave days, use of mood-altering substances (like ecstasy, GHB, and Ketamine) have been part of the subculture (Measham et al. 2001; Hammersley et al. 1999; Moul 1999; Reynolds 1998), helping to facilitate the all-night dance event and the PLUR ethos experienced. 


Today, however, the rave scene has given way to a more nightclub-based electronic dance music scene (EDM) featuring an older (18- 35 years of age) crowd.  The U.S. and England were, perhaps, the first to experience the transition.  It followed largely from law enforcement initiatives in both nations that first eliminated illegal events via local noise and zoning ordinances.  Second, nightclubs and bars in both the U.S. and England wanted to a piece of the rave scene’s profits and to capitalize on young people’s increasing desire for more music and events.  Third, government concern about illegal drug use and alcohol abuse by young people at raves prompted new legislative initiatives.  The response has differed dramatically between the U.S. and England, which helps to justify the proposed study.  The U.S. has clamped down on the rave scene in a fashion consistent with the War on Drugs (ONDCP 2003).  On the other hand, England, has responded with a more harm-reduction-educational campaign focusing on preventing drug and alcohol abuse among young people and helping them reduce the negative health consequences associated with the substances.


As the EDM scene has expanded, it has attracted new groups of people and created new genres of music, identities and behaviors.  How does the EDM scene benefit the lives of those involved?  When do consequences arise?  How are they managed?  How are diverse participants (e.g., especially race/ethnicity and gender) involved with and committed to the subcultural scene and how does this diversity impact their experiences?  These questions comprise the focus of the proposed research project.  


Significance.  

The EDM subculture headlines news reports today in both the U.S. and London (Colarossi 2004; Berkey-Gerard 2001; Holmberg 2001; Moul 19999).  In addition, the United Nation’s Office of Drug Control classifies club drug use at EDM events as a major initiative in the global fight against drug abuse. Yet, so little academic information is available on how the subcultures surrounding the scenes in diverse countries impacts positive and negative consequences for those involved and the rest of the society.


In addition to the urgency press and policy-makers have recently given the post-rave scene, other reasons make the proposed study significant.  First, London, England is the “hub” of the EDM culture in the world.  Locating the study there will, consequently, produce the best insights on this global phenomena.  Second, and closely related, is that London is an extremely multi-cultural location and the EDM scene attracts a very ethnically and racially diverse crowd.  Third, to reiterate, problems with drug abuse on the EDM scene have been reported in the UK, leading to new legislation and policy.  However, the UK approach to addressing drug use in the EDM scene is different from that in the US (see above), making this an important and relevant comparison site.  Fourth, various universities in England, Birmingham School of Cultural Studies, Cambridge, Oxford, have some of the leading scholars in the area of youth culture.  By situating the study there, I can consult with them to inform the proposed project and assist in preparation of future grant proposals to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) and the National Science Foundation (NSF).  Fifth, the US and England have a mutual economic interest in the EDM scene as both countries enjoy tourism by those involved. Fans travel between major US cities and London to catch events.  Sixth, gathering international data will better enable me to secure extramural grant monies from agencies such as the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), an agency very committed to international projects and club drugs research.  Finally, using London as a comparison study site is also extremely cost-effective.  I will be in London in the Summer of 2004 teaching a study abroad program from June 5-July 10th.  A good portion of my  research expenses (lodging and airfare) will be paid by that program. 


Research Methods.  The proposed project utilizes a grounded theory design, featuring the systematic coding and analysis of all qualitative information with computer software.  This method is employed in an effort to both discover new theory or to reconstruct existing theory where applicable.  The theory underlying a socio-cultural system (e.g., the EDM scene) develops directly from respondents’ accounts and via direct observation.  Data collection features in-depth interviews (see attached in-depth interview guide) and ongoing e-mail communications (monthly for six consecutive months) with 15 diverse participants (DJs, promoters, and fans) in the electronic dance music scene in the greater London area, recruited with the help of the London contact (see attached letter of support).  The proposed study will utilize a secure, independent URL (i.e., server) for e-mail communications to protect the communications between the respondents and the P.I.   The interview and e-mail information will be triangulated with direct observation of 7 club events (four hours each), nominated by the respondents.  Two data collection trips are planned to London in order to complete the proposed number of interviews and event observations.  Those trips will occur during the Summer of 2004 (three weeks in July) and the Winter term (two weeks in January) of 2005.  


The three types of participants (Fans, DJs and promoters) will be interviewed to provide information about how the subcultural phenomena surrounding the EDM scene shape group and individual identity, lifestyles, and behaviors (positive ones and consequences).  Information from direct observation will document how the organizational structure (social and physical) of the events impact individual interaction. Selection of respondents combines a form of ethnographic mapping and maximum variation sampling, that will produce racial, ethnic, and gender diversity among the three types of respondents.
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