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Though sXe values regarding sexuality appeared conservative when
compared to many other youth subcultures, sXers Were neither anti-sex nor
homophobic as a group. Premarital sex was not wrong ot “dirty” in the sense
of some traditional religious views, and numerous sXers and sXe bands took a
strong stance against homophobia.'? Sex could be 2 positive element of a caring
relationship. Believing that sex entailed power and emotional vulnerability,
sXers strove t0 minimize potentially negative experiences by rejecting J::au:ﬂ.mlr
sex. Kevin, a twenty-seven-year-old martial artist who had dropped out of high

school, said,
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Like I said, it’s all about control over your own body, over your own life. It’s
about reclaiming, claiming your dignity and self-respect. Saying I'm not
going to put this stuff into my body. I'm not going to have you inside of my
body if I don’t want you in there. It all Just very much ties together. I like sXe
because it allows me to make very rauonal, intelligent decisions. That’s one
of the decisions I think it’ really important to think through very carefully.
I'm not against premarital sex at all. But personally, I've got to be in love.

Some adherents insisted that sex should be reserved for married couples,
while a few believed sXe placed no strictures on sexual activity. Only one
young man with relatively little connection to the Clearweather scene had a
reputation as a “player.” A minority of sXe men were little different than the
hypermasculine stereotype they sought to reject. Most insisted that sex between
SUANgers or near strangers was potentially destructive, emotionally and possibly
Physically, and that positivity demanded that sex should be part of an emotional
relationship based on trust.

SELF-REALIZATION

Like members of other subcultures, sXers sought to create and express a “true”
or “authentic” identity amid a world that they felt encouraged conformity and
Mediocrity. Straight edgers claimed that resisting social standardsrancll expecta-
tions allowed them to follow their own, more meaningful path in hfel toward
Breater self-realization. Like punks, they abhorred conformity and insisted on

eing “true to themselves.” Similar to hippies, sXers believed that as chﬂdreq we
have Incredible potential that is “slowly crushed and destroyed by a stal_ldardlz?d
%ociety and mechanical teaching” (Berger 1967, 19). E‘s_-ubn:ulm_rtﬁ,_ like sn_r:u]
mmremenl;s, engage in conflict over cultural repmclucu.nn, SﬂCIFE.l mtegmuc;?,
ind socialization; they are often especially concerned with quality of llfi, ;.;E—
"alization, and identity formation (Habermas 1984-87; _Eu-:chlerl = ).
Straighy edgers believed toxins such as drugs and alcohol inhibited p;.::;:-p e from
*aching their full potential. This view sharply contrasted with ﬂ;_e P;;E‘;‘:
" Self-realization through dope (Davis 1968). For sXers, drugs o any kind i
I.iihitfd rather than enabled self-discovery; they believed pmpl_f wiml Ed %;iners
¢ and true to themselves while high. A clear, focused mind helpe
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Like adherents of previous subcultures, sD's’.ers,r constructed a view of the
world as mediocre and unfulfilling, believing society encouraged people to
medicate themselves with crutches such as drugs, alcohol, and sex to forget
their unhappiness. Straight edgers felt the punks’, skinheads’, and hi_ppies,’ 2850~
ciations with these things blunted their opportunities to offer meaningful resis-
tance. Substances and social pressures clouded clear thought and individual
expression. Claiming that many people used substances as a means to escape
their problems, the movement encouraged members to avoid escapism, con-
front problems with a clear mind, and create their own positive, fulfilling lives.
Brent emphancally insisted that self-realization did not require drugs:

There are ways to open your mind without drinking and smoking. ...You
definitely don't have to take mushrooms and sit out in the desert to have a
spiritual awakening or a catharsis of any sort. People don’t accept that. People
think you're uptght. ... There is a spiritual absence in the world I know right
now, in America. To be money driven is the goal. It's one of the emptiest, least
fulfilling ways to live your life. . . . The way people relieve themselves of the
burdens of their spiritual emptiness is through drugs and alcohol. The way
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pREADING THE MESSAGE
;

i ¢ edge efforts i“r resistance transcended members’ simple abstention.
Sn:riiBh'? edgers often act:'l_vel}r En{:c:rrul‘:lged qther young people to become drug
and alcohol frTfE- '_59“';. ippies believed their “ultimate social mission is to ‘turn
the world on —1.& "kf: everyone aware of the potenual virtues of LSD for
hering in an era of universal peace, freedom, brotherhood and love™ (Davis
1968, 157). Likewise, many sXers lilthﬂt‘:rt'::u::k a mission to convince their peers
(hat esisting drugs, rather d]ﬁn ing them, would help create a better world.
A minority nfs}(_ers* labeled “militant” or “hardline” by other sXers, were very
outspoken, donning Xs 3fld sXe messages at nearly all times and confronting
eir peers Who used. Whﬂe sXe promoted individuality and clear, free thought,
for sOme adherents the rigid lifestyle requirements created conformity, close-
qindedness, and intolerance, a far cry from the “positivity” the movement pro-
mulgated. There was an ongoing tension within the movement over how much
nembers should promote their lifestyle. At one extreme was the “live and let
Ih’ﬂ'" [ﬂcﬁﬂﬂ—iﬂdjﬁdu-'ﬂlﬁ should make their own choices, and sXers have no
right 0 infringe on that choice. At the other end was the more militant branch,
ofien composed of new adherents, who believed sXers’ duty lay in showing
users the pnssibilitit‘i of a drug-free lifestyle. Most sXers maintained that their
example was enough. Jenny, the student-activist, said,

| wanna show people there’s a community out there that it doesn’t make you
2 fucking dork to be sXe. There are other people out there who are really,
really into it. There’s a whole group of people you can belong to.You don't
have to belong to just them obviously. I just think it can be a really positve
thing for people. I go to a dorm where you walk down every fucking hall and
the smell of pot knocks you upside the head. I just think that in that case it’s
really important to get your message out there. ... think the best political,
social, personal statement you can make is to live by example. That's defi-

nitely what I try to do.

Cory, an artist and veteran of the scene at age twenty-one, explained why
sXers should set an example for others:

I¢'s all about calling yourself straight edge.You could be drug free and you can
not drink and not smoke and go to parties and do whatever, but you're not
helping out. There's a pendulum in society ﬂ.l:ld it's tilted_ one way so far, and
sitting in the middle of the pendulum isn't going to help it swa ng_back. There
needs to be more straight edgers on the other side to help even it out, at the
least,

Thus, while adherents maintained that sXe was 3 personal lifestyle C]'IEIEIC-E: rthler
than 3 movement directed toward others, many members “wore their politics
on their sleeves” in a not-so-subtle attempt o encourage others to ff:rllnw‘tl_mr
path, Wearing a shirt with an sXe message may be 4 personal swhsnlc {:i,ecl“c].:‘.

t when an entire group of people wears such shirts that so clearly defy the

0orm, style has the potential to become collective challenge.

35
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Bv focusing their message at their families, subcultural peers, mainstream youth,
and the larger society, sXe created a multilayered resistance that individuals
could customize to their own interests.

INVOLVEMENT IN SOCIAL CHANGE

Like members of the other subcultures, sXers often became involved in a vari-
ety of social causes. The sXe youth with whom I associated insisted that work-
ing for social change was not a prerequisite of sXe. Indeed, only a few belonged
to the substantial activist community in our city. However, many viewed in-
volvement in social change as a logical progression from clean living that led
them to embrace progressive concerns and become directly involved at some
level. Clean living and positivity led to clear thinking, which in turn created
a desire to resist and self-realize. This entire process opened them up to the

world’s problems, and their concerns grew." Tim, twenty-seven, the singer of a
very popular sXe band, explained,

The reasoning behind [sXe] is to have a clear mind and to use that clear mind

;;I?::Eh t-:]:;u l;::u mhlfr people and do what you can to start thinking about

world a5 3 whos 1y oW to make things more just in society and the
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Jenny considered sXe central to her activism:
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in, the martial art; :
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Again contrasting against the hippies, punks
drug-free mind was pivotal to developing a}
movemnent provided a general opening up o
Kent, the rather quiet young man with many

Eenl C“"E:dﬁmd bfiflg vegetarian or vegan if it wasn't for sXe. Once you go
sXe, I don't really think you're supposed to stop there. It’s supposed to open you
up to more possibilities. . . . It just makes me think differently. It makes you not
so complacent.”

In the mid-1980s to late 1980s, sXe became increasingly concerned with
animal rights and environmental causes. Influential leaders in bands called for
an end to cruelty against animals and a general awareness of eco-destruction.
At least three out of four sXers were vegetarian, and many adopted completely
cruelty-free, or vegan, lifestyles. Among the approximately sixty sXers I asso-
ciated with regularly, only fifteen ate meat. Several individuals had “vegan” tat-
tooed on their bodies. Others led or actively participated in a campus animal
defense organization. Essentially, the movement framed (see Snow, Rochford,
Worden, and Benford 1986) animal rights as a logical extension of the positiv-
ity frame underpinning the entire lifestyle, much like rese‘rﬁng sex for caring
relationships and self-realization. Brian, an extremely positive and ﬁgn—]nﬂpg
twenty-one-year-old, explained vegetarianism’s connection to sXe: “sXe kids
open their minds a lot more. They're more c::ms:::im_ls of what's around them. =
Some people think it’s healthier and other people like me are more on Vit =

mal liberation thing.” Elizabeth, the older veteran, said,
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Many sXe women disdained more craditional female roles and appreci-

ated the scene as a space .n which they felt less pressure tO live FPI:‘?-‘ gender
expectations, and the movement encouraged men to P e G e
culine traits and challenge sexism on a personal level. A majority of bands
Wwrote songs against sexism, and many young sX¢ men _dr:rnc:nstrated an excep-
tional understanding of gender oppression given ety 2 ‘f“d s Sy
However, despite the movements claims of community and fnc!u51v1w, some
<Xe women felt isolated and unwelcome in the scene. Men significantly out-
numbered women, often creating a “boys club” mentality exemplified by the
masculine call for “brotherhood.” The almost complete lack of female musicians
i bands, the hypermasculine dancing at shows, and the male cliques reinforced
the movement’s own unspoken gender assumptions that women were not as
important to the scene as men and ensured that many women would never feel
completely at home.

While some sXers joined animal rights, women's rights, environmental,
and other groups, most strove to live out their values in everyday life rather than
engage in more conventional “political” protest (e.g., picketing, civil disobedi-
ence, petitioning). Instead of challenging tobacco, beer, or beef companies di-
rectly, for example, a sXer refuses their products and might boycott Kraft (parent
company of cigarette manufacturer Phillip Morris), adopt a vegetarian lifestyle,
or wear a shirt to school reading “It’s OK not to drink. Straight Edge” or
“Go Vegan!” In sXe and other youth movements, the personal was political.
Subcultures are themselves politically meaningful, and they often serve as @
bridge to further political involvement.

CONCLUSION

Stmgh; edgers’ understandings of the group’s core values show that resistance
151 ndma n;:}ra: complex than a stylistic reaction to mainstream culture. |l
¢ "; 3 E;]Y N analytical framework for understanding the individual
and collective meanings, multiple sites, and iti ds 0

. ; ersonal metho
resistance of any subculture, 5 oy

- Membf'l,rs of ?ﬂuthl subcultures construct both individualized and col-
ective meanings for their participation, Participants may hold individuﬂm“d
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qeanings that are ,nut central m.the group’s ideology while simultaneously
paintaining collective understandings of the subculture’s significance. Widd;.
combe and Wooffitt (1995), for example, found that “punk may be constituted
¢hrough shared goals, values and so on, and through individual members”
ED‘” Suhcultures hE]P‘ define “who | am” dl.]l'ing the unm’;rminr}r of Cﬂ?ﬂiﬂg
of age (p. 25). They offer a space for experimentation and a place to wrestle
with questions about the world, creating a “home” for identity in a modern era
when personal identity suffers a homelessness brought about by the forces of
modernity (Melucci 1989; Giddens 1991). Thus, at the individual level, resis-
wnce entails staking out an individual identity and asserting subjectivity in an
sdversarial context. In addition, for most participants, individualized resistance
is symbolic of a larger collective oppositional consciousness. The collective
meanings central to the sXe identity included defying the stereotypical “jock”
image, setting a collective example for other youth, supporting a drug-free so-
cial setting, and avoiding society’s “poisons” that dull the mind. Youth claimed
the sXe label rather than simply remaining “drug free” specifically because they
believed their individual choices would add up to a collective challenge. Here,
resistance involves collectively showing disapproval for some aspect of culture,
questioning dominant goals, making an invisible ideology visible, and creating
an alternative.

Members of youth subcultures understand their resistance at the macro, 4
meso, and micro levels.' Past theorizing on resistance has privileged main-
stream hegemonic adult culture, the class structure, or the state as the macro-
level target of subcultural resistance (Hall 1972). Indeed, sXers rejected aspects
of a culture they believed marketed alcohol and tobacco products to youth,
established alcohol use as the norm, promoted conformity, and glorified casual
sexual encounters. In addition to challenging culture at the macro level, youth
movements offer resistance at the meso level. Straight edgers focused much, if
not most, of their message toward their fellow youth, reacting against main-
stream youth and perceived contradictions in other subcultures. Overall, sXe
illustrates that subcultures form in reaction to other subcultures as well as the
larger social structure. Members resisted what they saw as youth culture’s fixa-
tion on substance use and sex; punks’ “no future” and nihilistic tendencies;
skinheads’ patriotism, sexism, and working-class ideology, as well as some mem-

s’ racism; and hippies’ drug use, passivity, and escapism— believing that these
Pndcrmine the resistance potential each of these groups share. However, despite
'S Insistence on countering counterculture, sXe co-opted many values of the
E;“““s youth movements, clearly owing its “question ?Wrﬂhéngl; m;nt?:f
i Aggressive music to punk, its intimation of self-realization and cultural chal-

‘B¢ to hippies, and its clean-cut image, personal accountability, arl'u:l sense of
Pride to skinheads. Analyzing youth movements at the meso level in terms of

“If relationship to other youth cultures is vital to an accurate understanding
refle “Se groups, as is recognizing the identity battles within l:hf.'i group. Youth
,:ﬁn:;"?l.‘r’. examine their own groups and often attempt to resolve mtragmt;:p

dictions. Leblanc (1999, 160) noted, for example, that female punks
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Furthermore, sXe demonstrated that subcultures use many methods of

resistance, both personal and political. Distrustful of political q:‘hellllﬂnges: and or-
ganized social activism, subcultures often embody a more H"lldw”_:luah“m oppo-
sition. Many sXers did seek to change youth culture, bl.lF their primary methods
were very personal: leading by example, personally living the changes they
sought, expressing 2 personal style, and creating a space to be “free” from their
perceived constraints of peer pressure and conformity to mainstream culture."
As Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995) noted in their study of punk identity,
“We observed in particular that these oppositional narratives do not invoke
radical activities or public displays of resistance; rather, they are fashioned
around the routine, the personal and the everyday” (p. 204). Everyday resistance
has political consequences (Scott 1985), and (collective) resistance and (indi-
vidual) authenticity/realization are not mutually exclusive (Muggleton 2000).
Buechler (1999, 151) wrote, “In the case of life politics, the politicized self and
the seiij—actua]izing self become one and the same. The microphysics of power
also points to identity as the battleground in contemporary forms of resistance”
(see also Giddens 1991).

Though focused on personal methods of resistance, sXers understood
their involvement in political terms as well.'* Their abstinence from drugs
aln::n::l'fnl, and ;asua] sex was an essential component of a broader resistance I:L':
dominant society and mainstream youth culture. As Buechler (1999) pointed
out, _ﬂlt_h::ugh this form of politics originates on the microlevel of Pcrsunn]
identity, its effects are not likely to remain confined to this level” (p lgﬂ} The
nlfverll?gnt engages m what Giddens (1991, 214-1 5) called “life \ ﬂliti.;s“_-
:ﬂdp: -lnt;:ﬁ;:];?l;é ;ﬂ;??ﬁﬂﬁf of lifestyle,” a “politics of sel ra-::tEaliﬂtiﬂﬂ."
a “remoralizing of social lisff:: PEB;};E;-E lllgt;l; 11'1 individual actions, SXEﬁ.SEEk
vegetarian or vegan may be an individualise ‘d‘ED}‘ For example, becoming &
culture does so and advocates their ch Histic dietary choice, but when a sub-
youth. As Leblanc (1999) noted. the in:“lEE, 1t1npens up possibilities for other
component of resistance: “Acf:n;mts of :an to influence others is an important

sistance must detail not only resistant

rted resistance at the micro level as they rejected
d made changes in their individual

d from drugs and alcohol at least in
abuse or their own addictive
lvement extend beyond con-
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4cts, but the SUbjfﬂfi""f intent n‘jﬂti\’ﬂtiﬂg these as well. ... Such resistance in-
cudes not only behaj\rmrs, but discursive and symbolic acts” (p. 18).

Looking at resistance through the lens of meanings, sites, and methods
forces us to reexamine the “success” of subcultural resistance. Analyzing sXe's
core values shows that members’ understandings of resistance are many layered
and contextual. The issue of resistance goes beyond whether a subculture resists
dominant culture to how members construct resistance in particular situations
,nd contexts. Certainly, sXe, like other subcultures, has illusory tendencies; the
movement’s contradictions include its antisexist yet male-centered ideology.
However, examining sXe with the framework I suggest shows that involvement
has real consequences for the lives of its members, other peer groups, and pos-
sibly mainstream society. Personal realization and social transformation are not
mutually exclusive (Calhoun 1994). Although sXe has not created a revolu-
tion in either youth or mainstream culture, it has for more than twenty years,
however, provided a haven for youth to contest these cultures and create
alternatives.

NOTES

1. Straight edgers abbreviate straight edge as sXe. The s and the e stand for straight
edge, and the X is the straight edge symbol.

2. Hardcore is a more aggressive, faster style of punk. Though punk and hardcore
overlap, in the 1990s the two scenes increasingly became distinct. While present in
both scenes, sXe is considerably more prevalent in the hardcore scene. The hard-
core style is more clean-cut than punk.

3. Punks and sXers draw a sharp distinction between “shows” and “concerts.” Shows
attract 2 much smaller crowd, are less expensive, feature underground bands, often
showcase local bands, and are set up by local kids in the scene at little or no profit.
Concerts are large, commercialized, for-profit ventures typically featuring more
mainstream bands.

4. Straight edge individuals never refer to themselves as straight edgers and find the
term quite funny. It likely comes from media portrayals of the group. Adherents call
themselves sXe “kids,” no matter their ages. I use straight edger in this article simply
for ease of communication.

3. See Muggleton (2000) for a discussion on the importance of grounding any sub-

cultural analysis in members’ subjective experiences.

. I encountered one antiracist skinhead who also claimed to be sXe. He eventually
dmpped out of both groups, however. An older Latino sXer | knew, a veteran of the
scene, claimed he was a skinhead many years ago.

1 Individuals or small groups produce 'sines filled with artwork, smrieﬁt record m_nd

concert reviews, band interviews, and columns on everything from police brutality

and animal rights to homelessness and freeing journalist and former Black P:mtl'_lf:r
Mumia Abu_Tamal from prison. ' Zines, like concerts, are generally DIY; that is, s



