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mong both subcultural participants and the
theorists associated with Birming.
for Contemporary Culturalﬂ Studies (CC:]:]S] —
wavs vouth symbolically resisted mainstream or “hegemonic”
:E,a:ec:}f':]lriegh 5:}'1&1:’ in-::lud]irng clothing, dcmear.lor. and ?ﬂfﬂﬂﬂulﬂ]_: (Hﬂbd_ige
1979). Subcultures emerged in resistance (O d'mnman‘t '{:ultu.re, reacting against
blocked economic opportunities, lack of social mobility, alienation, adult au-
thority, and the “banality of suburban life” (Wooden :fmd th.ak 2001, 20)

ass white men joined deviant groups to

Theorists found that young working-cl _ : ;
resist conforming to what they saw as an oppressive soclety (Hebdige 1979;

Hall and Jefferson 1976). Scholars have given a great deal of attention to
whether these youth subcultures resist or reinforce dominant values and social

structure (Hebdige 1979; Willis 1977; Brake 1985; Clarke, Hall, Jefferson, and
Roberts 1975). The CCCS emphasized that while subcultural style was a form
of resistance to subordination, ultimately resistance merely reinforced class rela-
tions (Cohen 1980; Willis 1977). Therefore, any such resistance was illusory; it
gave subculture members a feeling of resistance while not significantly chang-
ing social or political relations (Clarke et al. 1975). In fact, according to this
view, subcultures often inadvertently reinforce rather than subvert mainstream
values, recasting dominant relationships in a subversive style (see Young and
Craig 1997).

. The CCCS has drawn substantial criticism for ignoring participants’
sub‘]e-::tivim failing to empirically study the groups they sought to explain,
fDFu?lng too much on Marxist/class~based explanations and grand theories,
reifying the concept of subculture, and overemphasizing style (Muggleton 2000;
CIEI'I(E‘ [1981] 1997; Blackman 1995; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). Based
un_s-f:rhd ethnographic work, contemporary theorists have acknowledged the
ﬂuu;hty of subcultures and retooled the notion of resistance to include the sub-
Jective understandings of participants. Leblanc (1999 dving female pun}:s,
found that resistance included b ecti e i L

. oth a subjective and objective compone®
Leblanc redefined resistance broadl 2 = L e epsive
: y as political beha cluding discur®
and symbolic acts. Postmoder i VL deas
n theorists have further questioned CCCS?
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. cance, suggesting t!‘:at many narratives can simultaneously be true, con-
of rﬂ‘-‘l[ = one's perspective. T!]e}' encourage us to examine subcultural quests
,jr-[-?‘"’t enticity from the participants’ points of view, paying particular attention
ﬁr;i. indiﬂ.ridua]isti-:, fragmented, and heterogeneous natures of subcultures
0 ggleton 2000; Rose 1994; Grossberg 1992). Viewed in this way, subcul-
{.dr;l:l wolvement is more 2 personal quest for individuality, an expression of a
W selfy” rather than a collective challenge. In fact, most members have an
: ral Wh'-'?“!“_"'a] Emﬁﬂ?ﬂi’:}'" (Muggleton 2000, 151), view organized
Loveren® with suspicion, and instead criticize “mainstream society” in indi-
" lized Ways (Gottschalk 1993, 369).
du o
Y ach of these criiques demands a broader understanding of resistance
| gccounts for members’ individualistic orientations. Reesistance may be “po-
il pehavior” broadly defined, but how individuals express and understand
.r involvement needs further attention. My analysis builds on new subcul-
theories and suggests a framework for how members construct and under-
4 their subjective subcultural experiences. I suggest that adherents hold
hoth . dividual and collective meanings of resistance and express their resis-
ance Via personal and political methods. Furthermore, they consciously enact
esistance at the mICTo, MEso, and macro levels, emerging at least partly in reac-
ion to other subcultures instead of solely against an ambiguous “adult” culture.
pesistance can no longer be conceptualized in neo-Marxist terms of changing
the political or economic structure, as a rejection only of mainstream culture, or
3 symbolic stylistic expression. A conceptualization of resistance must account
for individual opposition to domination, “the politicization of the self and daily
life” (Taylor and Whittier 1992, 117) in which social actors practice the future
they envision (Scott 1985; Melucci 1989, 1996). Resistance is contextual and
many layered rather than static and uniform.

As a relatively unstudied movement, straight edge (sXe) provides an
opportunity to rethink and expand notions of resistance. The straight edge’
movement emerged on the East Coast of the United States from the punk
subculture of the early 1980s. The movement arose primarily as a response to
the punk scene’s nihilistic tendencies, including drug and alcohol abuse, casual
sex, violence, and self-destructive “live-for-the-moment™ attitudes. Its founding
members adopted a “clean-living” ideology, abstaining from alcohol, tobacco,
’."“-‘Eﬂ drugs, and promiscuous seX. Early sXe youth viewed punk’s self-
indulgent rebellion as no rebellion at all, suggesting that in many ways punks
fﬂiﬂfﬂrced mainstream culture’s intoxicated lifestyle 1n a mohawked, leather-
Jicketed guise,

Straight edge remains inseparable from the hardcore? (a punk genre) music
Eie. Straight edge bands serve as the primary shapers of the gmup‘s_. ideology
P collective identity. Hardcore “shows™ (small concerts) are an important

e for sXers* to congregate, share ideas, and build snhdmt*_!r, Since its begin-
. the movement has expanded around the globe, counting tens of thn?ua]
of young people among its members. In the United States, the typic
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sXer is a white, middle-class male, aged fifteen to mrﬂ."w'ﬁ"’e' Straight edge,
S heir peers by marking a large X the

clearly distinguish themselves from t pe= 5 i Moy,
ment’s symbol, on each hand before attending p[:lﬂ bcml'-::‘:em- Lﬂlﬁ schmm
have thoroughly researched other postwar yout 53 C";f_ ures such ag hlppjt.s’
punks, mods, skinheads, and rockers (e.g., Hall o JE erson 1976; Hehdj .
1979: Brake 1985), we know little about sXe, despite its twenty-year history,

The basic tenets of sXe are quite simple: members abstain, EDmPIf:tﬁlyi
from drug, alcohol, and tobacco use and usually r‘n::sewe’ ’sexual actvity for ¢y
ing relationships, rejecting casual sex. These sXe “rules” are abscr-!utE; there e
no exceptions, and a single lapse means an adhen:ntl 1(.]5&5 any Clallm to the sX,
identity. Members commit to a lifetime of clean living. Thf:a'y Interpret thej;
abstention in a variety of ways centered on resistance, self-realization, and social
transformation. Clean living is symbolic of a deeper resistance to mainstream,
values, and abstinence fosters a broader ideology that shapes sXers’ gender rel;.
tionships, sense of self, involvement in social change, and sense of community,

This article fills a gap in the literature by giving an empirical account of
the sXe movement centered on a description of the group’s core values, | begin
by providing a very brief overview of several previous subcultures, to place sXe
in a historical context. I then discuss my involvement in the sXe scene and the
methods I employed throughout my research. Next, | examine the group’s core
values, focusing on how members understand their involvement.® Finally, I pro-
vide a new framework for analyzing members’ experiences that encompasses
the multitude of meanings, sites, and methods of resistance.

PREVIOUS YOUTH SUBCULTURES

Studies of hippies, skinheads, and punks demonstrate both similarities and
profound differences between these groups and the sXe movement. Hippies
evolved in the mid-1960s from the old beatnik and folknik subcultures (Irwin
1977; Miller 1999). Their lifestyle was a reaction to the stifling homogeneity of
the 1950s, emphasizing communalism over conformity and deliberate hedo-
nism over reserve (Miller 1991).“If it feels good, then do it so long as it doesnt
hurt anyone else” was the scene’s credo. Hippie core values included peace,
racial harmony, equality, liberated sexuality, love, and communal living (Miller
1991). They rejected compulsive consumerism, delayed gratification, and
material success (Davis 1967), "Dope,” however, was one of the group'’s most
visible characteristics (Miller 1991; Irwin 1977). Dope differed from drugs
dope, such as LSD and marijuana, was good, while drugs, such as speed and
downers, were bad. For hippies, dope expanded the mind, released inhibitions:
boosted creativity, and was part of the revolution. It was the means to disco*”
ering a new ethic, heightening awareness, and “understanding and coping W!

the evils of American culture” (Miller 1991, 34). LSD “gave the mind mor
power to choose, to evaluate, even, perhaps, to reason” (Earisman 1965 31).
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Like .E]@‘tl. sex, In 11::5i I:::wn waly, was rff"ﬂ]utiunm"l.r, “Free love” rejected the re-
§ psibilities normatly associated with sexual relationships: '
: _and children (Earisman 19 . . SR il
mitment : an 1968). By practicing what most at the tim
1d call promiscuous sex, the hippies delib g 5
w.l:m . Pplels ehberately threw their irreverence for
middle-class values in the face of dominant society (Irwin 1977).

Sk‘“hﬂ?ds received a great deal of attention during the 1990s, as reports
of their growing membr._arshlp m nﬂﬂ-_HaIi groups infiltrated both popular media
and schn%arly work EBJurg::J and Wilte 1993; Moore 1994; Young and Craig
1997). Skinheads emerged in late-1960s Britain as an offshoot of the mod sub-
culture (Cohen 1972; HEF"djEE 1979). While most of the fashion-conscious
mods listened to soul Tusic, frequented discotheques, and dressed in impecca-
bly pressed trousers and jackets, the “hard mods,” who eventually became the
skinhf:idL favored ska and reggae, local pubs, and a working-class “uniform” of
heavy boots, close-cropped hair, Levi jeans, plain shirts, and braces (suspenders)
(Brake 1985). While the mods attempted to emulate the middle-class, hip 1960s
style, the skins were ardently working class. Nearly everything about skinheads
revolved around their working-class roots. Hard work and independence were
among their core values; they abhorred people, such as some hippies, who they
believed “live off the system.” Skinheads were extremely nationalistic and patri-
otic, adorning themselves with tattoos, T-shirts, and patches of their country’s
flag. After a long day at work, they enjoyed drinking beer with their friends at
the local pub. Although there were some women skins, males dominated the
subculture and often reinforced traditional patriarchal ideals of masculinity.

The original skinheads borrowed heavily from the West Indian culture,
adopting their music, mannerisms, and style, including among their number a
variety of races. While they were not violently racist at the level of the current
neo-Nazi groups, these skins, both black and white, engaged in violence against
Pakistani immigrants (**Paki-bashing”) (Hebdige 1979, 56). Eventually, with
reggae’s turn to Rastafarianism and black pride, many white skinheads became
increasingly racist. At the turn of the century, three main types of Skjﬂhﬂjaﬁ
prevailed: neo-Nazis (racist), skinheads against racism (e.g., Ski“hfﬂqi Against
Racial Prejudice), and nonpolitical skinheads, who took neither a racist nor an
antiracist stand (Young and Craig 1997). Skinheads were quite v!suhle at punk,
ska, and Oi! music shows, though the nonpolitical and antiracist skins were
more prevalent. Verv rarely, a skinhead was also sXe.* i ‘

Fn many w:}r? punk}rms 4 reaction to “hippie romanticism 1_nd m:-:ldlﬂ-‘
class culture; punk celebrated decline and chaos (Brake IIE'BE-, 78; Fox PIQE?,
O'Hara 1999). In mid-1970s Britain, youth faced a Incks ol job OPPOETNEERES I,
at best, the prospect of entering a mainstream world they found abhorrent

(Hen repulse dominant society by valuing anarchy,
ry 1989). They attempted to rep e | Renaily fimiihe

donism, and life in the moment. Early pun
Styles of Lou Reed, David Bowie (“Ziggy Stardust”), and ﬂhﬂ:r gb ;]:Tcnl‘:ai“:
eW-wave artists, Adorned with safety pins, hﬂ_ﬂ - ?I:s nunks lived
P, torn clothing, lamboyant hairstyles, and spiked leather jackets, p

10
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J1i raced alienation, and their “nihilist ?ESH?EU.{: : mdl.'ldtd poly-
if;:;ﬁ,ﬁ:?;;bwillfuﬂy perwrsggsezx;alit}r, obsessive individualism, a frag-
meme{iii[ﬁc:f:;ki]}{;e;dff Ej:iglfs 11:151;"51:13}nv.f:-:?l hippies; ther prﬂemir{entl pl:f:ﬂk bar?d
the Sex Pistols titled one of their live rcc:_:ardings “Kill the I-::Esp:f;mﬂ"le}‘hn
1998, 117). Unlike the skins, and like the hippies, however, 5“ 3 = “;um-
ject society, conventional work, and patriotism. Mty e ;nﬂge;ﬂus i
to symbolize “life in the moment” and their self—delﬁtrucnve, “;{ - 3“:;”‘1‘-’—‘
(Fox 1987). Straight edge emerged relatively early in the punk scene an ]’jﬂﬁ
shared certain values and styles with punks, hippies, and skins ever since. While
some punks today are sXe, the two scenes have bt'c*_ﬂm*ﬂ fﬂlfm‘-"?l‘,‘r' distinct, and
the sXe movement has replaced many of the original antisocial punk values

with prosocial ideals.

by their motto

METHOD

My first encounter with sXe occurred in 1989 at the age of fifteen through my
involvement in a Midwest punk rock scene. As I attended punk shows and
socialized with the members, I noticed that many kids scrawled large Xs on
their hands with magic marker before they went to a concert. I eventually
learned that the X symbolized the clean-living sXe lifestyle and that many
punks in our scene had taken on a totally drug- and alcohol-free way of life.
Having tried the alcohol-laden life of most of my peers, I quickly discovered it
was not for me. [ despised feeling I had to “prove” myself (and my manhood)
again and again by drinking excessively. I could not understand why the “cool-
est,” the most highly regarded men were often the ones who most degraded
women. Furthermore, given my family’ history of alcoholism, I wanted to
avoid my relatives” destructive patterns. Finally, the local sXers’ involvement
in progressive politics and activist organizations connected with my interest
in social justice and environmentalism. My association with sXers led me to
adopt the sXe ideology as what I viewed, at the time, to be an alternative to
peer pressure and a proactive avenue to social change. After a period of careful
cﬂnsldf:ratmn (like many punks, I was suspicious of “rules”), I made known my
commitment to avoid consuming alcohol, drugs, and tobacco, and the group
accepted me as one of their own. Since then, I have attended more than 250

hardcore shows, maintained the lifestyle, and associated with many sXers on a

fairly regular basis. The data I present result from more than fourteen years of

observing the sXe movement i : . ; ol
" o 1N a variety of settings and roles and interviewing
During college, my involvem .
. » ent with sX
had little contact with the group. After co A€ waned, and for several years |

I moved to " : mpleting my undergraduate career,
Clearweather” 3 metropolitan area in the western United States,



Rethinking Subcultural Resistance: Core Values of the Straight Edge Mo 149
‘ svidvement

:n graduate training. I lived in ; : : :
mb:;iimitely ninety thousand pm;gi(:::;ﬁ"ﬂ? ;’Uhlte university town _ﬂf
. rwenty-five thousand students. Soon afte Bt ey research universiry
r : and be - 1 atter arriving, I sought out the local
pardcore scene an gan attending shows. The settin s richness and my i
ests led me €O take advantage of this opportunistic research situatio E&Tme%
1977). My f':c}ur—y'ear absence from the scene allowed me to appmachI:he Szzr;r
o rﬂ}““""ﬂ? ileshl perspective, while my personal involvement and knnwf
edg® kli;f ;i; Eﬂll i?;?gf IEE:iEd:l-E to gain entrée into the local scene very
ICRL Y- Ll Irtic 1 -
imber (Adler and Adler IBE?J.P pree e mensa ) cougiee

l gatherefj data primarily through longitudinal participant observation
(Agar 1996) with s)’ierslﬁ'mr:. 1996 to 2001. The sXers I studied were mostly
area high th““]‘ or university students from middle-class backgrounds. My
contacts grew to include approximately sixty sXers in the local area and another
thirty sXe and non-sXe acquaintances associated with the larger metropolitan
hardcore scene. My interaction with the group occurred primarily at hardcore
shows and simply socializing at sXers’ houses.

To supplement my participant observation, I conducted unstructured, in-
depth interviews with seventeen sXe men and eleven women between the ages
of seventeen and thirty. To learn from a variety of individuals, I selected sXers
with differing levels of involvement in the scene, including new and old adher-
ents, and individuals who had made the movement central or peripheral to
their lives. I conducted in-depth interviews at sXers” homes or at public places
free from disturbances, recording and later transcribing each session. Though I
organized the sessions around particular themes, I left the interviews unstruc-
tured enough that individuals could share exactly what sXe meant to them.
| sometimes asked for referrals in a snowball fashion (Biernacki and Waldorf
1981), though I knew most participants well enough to approach them on my
own. The variety of participants allowed me continually to cross-check reports
and seek out evidence disconfirming my findings (Campbell 1975; SipewLL
1998; see also Douglas 1976). Through participant ﬂb&&}"n’ﬂﬁﬂl’l, i Ne afhle g
examine how participants’ behaviors differed from thf—‘ll’ stated intentions. I
consciously distanced myself from the setting to maintain critical outlook ]i_!-}'
continually questioning my observations and crnnsulnngl u-iu:h mllﬂ;E“ es t?ﬁi:‘;
an outsider perspective. [ was especially attentive to Variatiom e

di—'iﬂﬂw:rei

In an effort to expand my kn
F’f‘iﬂnucts, [ sought interviews with
lnd”djng individuals from other cities an
bands who played in Clearweather: I som "
ound the country via e-mail with :rr]:u:r:ﬂ‘ir:_'Il‘ﬁl'f‘&“":"‘}It
' New York City, Los Angeles, and Connecticut toe
tking field notes and conducting
Pant observation, casual conversation, 3

sXe beyond my primary circle

adherents from outside of the local scene,
f touring out-of-state

d members © ut-of
erimes contacted other individuals

¢ I also spent several days
perience the scenes there,
_In addition to partici-

owledge of

nd interviews,

i ' 16WS
e [ examined a variety of

15
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h rces including newspaper stories, music lyrics, World Wide Wel Pages
other sou

4~ relevant snippets of information into my field notes
and sXe 'zines,’ coding data, | took brief notes at shows and Other

To record and orgamze my rd expanded into more full field notes g,

wWe rmmediately afterwa | 1 .
jﬁ;ﬁ: tL;::,ilng headings and subheadings, 1 coded data according to parti,,.

' i beginning the process of organizing data into usefu] 5 i
:?:::;::2:3;2;;??25 (Egharmagz 1983). Thmughﬂgtl.m?l m;‘-‘ig%}l EUEht pat-
terns and emerging typologies of dﬂtﬂl ELﬂﬂaﬂd an ‘]-"' danme e an-g.l eeXamin.
ing the coded field notes and transcribed Interviews -'fi;Jl o m?zg gi:wm
themes, including the subculture’s core va]uelrs. oo 31‘:" o ']';:3 k:iﬂ :if:mﬁ
as | gathered more data through emergent, inductive analysis (Becker and Geer

1960).

STRAIGHT EDGE CORE VALUES

A core set of sXe values and ideals guided and gave ot TR members’
behavior: positivity/clean living, reserving sex for :‘:Hfing rela‘nﬂn:-:-hips, self-
realization, spreading the message, and involvement in progressive causes. Ad-
herents maintained that sXe meant something different to each person assuming
the identity, and as with any group, individual members’ dedication to these
ideals varied. However, while individuals were free to follow the philosophy in
various ways, often adding their own interpretations, these fundamental values
underlay the entire movement.

T-shirt slogans, song lyrics, tattoos, and other symbols constantly re- 2
minded sXers of their mission and dedication: “It's OK Not to Drink.” “True
till Death,” and “One Life Drug Free” were among the more popular mes-
sages. The “X." sXe's universal symbol, emerged in the early 1980s, when music
club owners marked the hands of underage concertgoers with an X to ensure
that bartenders would not serve them alcohol (see Lahickey 1997, 99). Soon,
the kids intentionally marked their own hands both to signal club workers of
their intention not to drink and, more importantly, to make a statement of
pride and defiance to other kids at the shows. The movement appropriated the
X, a syfnhul meant to be negative, transforming its meaning into discipline and
commitment to a drug-free lifestyle.* Youth wore Xs on their backpacks, shirts,
and necklaces; they tattooed them on their bodies and drew them on their

school folders, skateboards, cars, and other possessions. The X united youth
around the world, communicating a common

Straight edgers found strength, camaraderie, loyalty, and encouragement in their
sXe friends, valuing them above all else.” For many, sXe he::a:i a “family,” 2
“hmtherhand," 4 supportive space to be different tng’ether A powerful sense of
community, based in large part on the hardcore music sce.ne was the glue that
held sXe and its values together for twenty vears |

mlmr&ﬂ:ﬂth_e ﬂtf_mr youth n?clwemems, sXe was a product of the tumes and
1t resisted; oppositional subcultures do not emerge in a vacuum

set of values and experiences.
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plan if“d Laﬁ“' 2002). Th"‘? lifestyle reflects the group’s emergence dur;

ime of increasing conservatism and religious fun dﬂﬂl-::ﬂtalisﬂ? e u?ﬂ_g a
trug war, and Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign. The rise i i

- Christian Right in the late 1970s and early 1980s contributed to a m Mg
servative national climat-:: that influenced youth values (Liebman and E?zhmn-
1983). Fundamentalism gained appeal among populations who felt the ::,D -
losing control of their way of life (Hunter 1987). The unyielding blaci-a:ie
white strictures on behavior of sXe were similar to ﬁmdamental;ﬁt religiﬂn‘;
rigid, clear-cut beliefs (Marty and Appleby 1993). In particular, sXe’s emphasis
on clean living, sexual purity, lifetime commitment, and meaningful commu-
pity was reminiscent of youth evangelical movements, while the focus on self-
control suggested Puritanical roots. In addition to these conservative influences,
¢Xe was, In many ways, a continuation of New Left middle-class radicalism
oriented toward “1ssues of a moral or humanitarian nature,” a radicalism whose
payoff is “in the emotional satisfaction derived from expressing personal values
in action” (Parkin 1968, 41). The movement’s core values reflect this curious
blend of conservative and progressive influences.

POSITIVE, CLEAN LIVING

The foundation underlying the sXe identity was positive, clean living. It was, as
Darrell Irwin (1999) suggested, fundamentally about subverting the drug scene
and creating an alternative, drug-free environment. Clean living was the key
precursor to a positive life. Many sXers shunned caffeine and medicinal drugs,
and most members were committed vegetarians or vegans."” Positive living had
broad meaning, including questioning and resisting society’s norms, having a
positive attitude, being an individual, treating people with respect and dignity,
and taking action to make the world a better place. Straight edgers claimed that
one could not fully question dominant society while under the influence of
drugs, and once one questioned social convention, substance use, eating meat,
and promiscuous sex were no longer appealing. Therefore, clean living and

Positivity were inseparable; they reinforced one another and constituted the
foundation for all other sXe values. “Joe,”"" an ﬂightﬂ‘-’-‘“—}"-”ar'ﬂ]'d high school

$enior, explained how the “positivity” he gained from sXe shaped his life:

To me, I guess what I've gotten from [sXe] is living a more positive I]]f'esl:},rlﬁ.
Striving to be more positive in the way you live. _Becausn: uEw:mflhf:rn;-, was jt
when I found it was really (laughs) [ was really negatve myset w:ﬁﬁ?lubﬂ
around people and influenced them t© be negative. [ was surrou Y

5 ; - ' mething really positive to be a
etbiy Then | found this an 1t4 " hktligl free, rf:-r promiscuous Sex. It’s

part of, Also, like the ethics, drug free, alco ;
Just saying no to things that ar¢ such a challenge for pi-:;ﬂf“m}' age, growing
up at that time. It’s a big thing for some people to say =T

R fusin jety or I nin for

¥ 5igd1'u da]cnhnlhzdavanty f ea‘ gs ;

oo i gs an .

n, ulﬂlud‘iﬂg puriﬂcadﬂn, cnntml, and breaking abusive family

individual

P:].L'EEIHS.
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el : . free from toxins that threatened one b,
Pu.; iﬁm?{il-]. |1 ; w:il,ii;l]i:it;i;ﬁar T-shirt slogans pm-:llaimf:d "Pll_riﬂcaﬁu"li_h
ot e and "Straight cdge —my COMMIMENt At sociey,
pnfsaﬂns.” Straight edgers believed that drugs 3“3 ﬂﬁ;;gi’;ﬁ::?;? people ¢,
do things they would normally not do, such is A » Bight, and happ,
3 g lves as morc authentic” than their peers who

Jves. By labeling themse than ih
:i:gls-:li:f;ul :::rnd drugs, sXers created an easy way to distinguish th&"“ﬂw:;‘

. : 2 = :
Ty e
periority by rejecting the typica’ teenage R - g sym.
bolized refusing the “popular” clique altogether as well as the perceved nihiligy,
of punks, hippies, and skinheads. 1 |
The movement provided young people Sy feel more n control of
their lives. Many youth felt peer pressure to drink :%l::ﬂhﬂl, smoke cigarettes, o
try illegal drugs. For some, this pressure created feelings of be]plessn&sﬁ and lack
of control; acceptance often hinged on substance use. Stra}ght edgers reported
that the group gave them a way to feel accepted without using and helped them
maintain control over their personal situations. Many sXers celebrated the fact
that they would never wake up after a night of binge drinking wondering what
had happened the previous evening. Adherents reported that sXe allowed them
to have a “clear” mind and be free to make choices without artificial influ-
ence. Walter, a reserved twenty-one-year-old university student, explained,

I don't make any stupid decisions. ... I like to have complete control of my
mind, my body, my soul. I like to be the driver of my body, not some foreign
substance that has a tendency to control other people. 1 get a sense of pride
from telling other people,“l don't need that stuff. It might be for you but I
don't need that stuff.” And people are like," " Whoa! I respect that. That’s cool”

In addition to the personalized meanings the identity held for adherents, sXers
viewed their abstinence as a collective challenge. The group offered a visible
means of separating oneself from most youth and taking a collective stand
against youth culture and previous youth subcultures, including punks, skin-
heads, and hippies. Furthermore, for many positivity and refusing drugs and
alcohol were symbolic of a larger resistance to other societal problems includ-
ing racism, sexism, and greed.

Straight edgers made a lifetime commitment to positive, clean living.
They treated their abstinence and adoption of the sXe identity as a sacred
VoW, Fa]]mg it an “oath,” “pledge,” or “promise.” Members made no exceptions
to this rule. Pﬂtl'iCk, an eas*,?-gﬂing mrﬂﬂtf-}’ﬁﬂl‘-—ﬂld musician 3nd &}{-fﬂﬂtba]l
player, said, “If you just sip a beer, or take a drag off of a cigarette, you can nevet
call yourself straight edge again. There’s no slipping up in straight edge.” R
raised in an alcoholic family and already heavily tattooed at age nineteen, €07
pared the sXe vow to vows of matrimony: “It’s true till death. Once you put
the X on your hand, it’s not like a wedding ring. You can ﬂlwa}fs'take 2 wedding
ring off, but you can’t wash the ink from your hands.” Ray proceeded t0 show
me a tattoo on his chest depicting a heart with “Truf.: till Death” written a5
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- Many sXe youth had similar tattoos, signifying the permanence of their
L he

umlt,’ﬂt-
comfl

Some sXers took their commitment so seriously they labeled people who
proke their vows of absi,::lnt'nc& as traitors or “sellouts.” Despite their vehement
istence they would "stay true forever, relatively few sXers maintained the
Jentity beyond their early to m‘f“”‘“—'“ﬁﬂﬁ- Many maintained the values and
qrely used :ﬂﬂﬂfh{?] or drugs, bflt adult” responsibilities and relationships in-
fringed on Fhﬂlr 11‘1‘-’(3.*1‘-’Emﬂnt in the scene, When formerly sXe individuals
pegan drinking, STﬂk"_]g' or using drugs, adherents claimed they had “sold out”
or “lost the edge.” While at times losing the edge caused great conflict, | ob-
served that more often the youth’s bonds of friendship superseded resentment
,nd disappointment, and they remained friends. However, a former sXer’s sXe
friends often expressed deep regret and refused to allow the transgressor to
claim the identity ever again. Brent, a serious and outspoken twenty-two-year-
old vegan, said, "It frustrating to see people who you think are your friends
make such heavy decisions without consulting you. ... It not a betrayal like
wrning around. It’s just that you feel abandoned. . . . It’s demoralizing.” Kate, a
rwenty-two-year-old activist, explained her frustration with sellouts:

It was hard for me at first because I think when people do that it takes away
the power of sXe. When people are like, “I'm sXe” and then the next day
they're not. [t—not delegitimizes completely—in a way it takes away some
of the legitimacy of the movement. ... It definitely upset me a little bit. How
can you go from claiming sXe one day and the next day just forget about it
completely? That was the main thing, I just didn’t understand it.

When particularly outspoken or well-known members of the scene sold out,
sXers spoke as if another hero had fallen. A very small minority of individuals
did base their friendships on adherence to the movement and almost practiced
“shunning,” the religious equivalent of casting someone out. It was this type of
action, despite its rarity, that contributed to outsiders’ conceptions of sXe as a
judgmental, dogmatic group. Straight edge youth were lless ]ikel‘y: to socialize
regularly with people who used simply because ﬂf’ the incompatibility of the
lifestyles. Straight edgers rarely openly criticized friends who h.ad sold out, but
during interviews participants expressed to me a deeper frustration and sense of

betrayal than they would ever publicly show.

RESERVING SEX FOR CARING RELATIONSHIPS

ips was an extension of the positive, clean

lfestyle, Straight edgers viewed casual sex as yet another df;wﬂrli;l: ?j :;m;a::f
society, their counterparts in other youth subcultures, a:; e
stream peers. It carried the possibility of se}mal.h"r P ed liberated sex as
ings of degradation and shame. Whew o Tﬁhem valued sex as
"®volutionary, punks saw it as just another pleasure, and ski

Reserving sex for caring relationsh



