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preface 

I was fist inspired to study the fans of heavy metal music by a student of 
mine. At the time I was an assistant professor at a small liberal arts col- 
lege in Atlanta, teaching several courses and beginning some research on 
adolescence. One of the classes I taught at the college was Introductory 
Psychology, and one day after class I got to talking with a student named 
Henry. At some point I had mentioned my research interests in adoles- 
cence and at another point my musical interests (I play guitar and piano). 
Henry saw the possible intersection of the two before I did. "You should 
go to a heavy metal concert," he said. "If you're interested in adolescents, 
you should see this. Besides, the music's great." 

I expressed my skepticism about his assessment of the music, but I was 
intrigued by what he had to say about it. It interested me that he should 
be such an avid "metalhead (as heavy metal fans call themselves). He 
did not conform to the metalhead stereotype: scruffy-looking, sneering, 
apathetic. On the contrary, he was always well groomed, nicely dressed, 
polite, and respectful. He was also one of the brightest students I had ever 
taught. What did a guy like him find so appealing about heavy metal? 
Over the course of many conversations, I learned the answer. 

A few weeks after my first conversation with Henry, the heavy metal 
band Metallica came to town, and I was able to get a free ticket through a 
friend of mine who was running the concessions for the show. It was an 
amazing spectacle, as reflected both in the zealousness of the fans and the 
violence of the music. I found it fascinating and also disturbing in some 
respects. I came awayfrom it determined to do a study of metalheads and 
their subculture. 

The study involved over 100 metalheads, including 70 boys and 38 
girIs.1 The boys were interviewed in suburban Atlanta, Georgia, and the 
girls in Atlanta and in Cambridge, Massachusetts. However, they had 
grown up in diverse places all over the country. To find the metalheads, I 
put up a sign in a music store describkg the study and offering a free cas- 
sette tape of their choice in return for their participation. I conducted all 
the interviews for the boys; female research assistants interviewed the 
girls. The interviews lasted anywhere from twenty minutes to over two 
hours. 

Some metalheads were reticent, but most were eager to talk not just 
about heavy metal but about every aspect of their lives. As the interviews 
accumulated, I was struck again and again by the depth and pervasive- 
ness of their alienation. Most of them held high hopes for their own lives, 
but they were deeply cynical about the adult world they were preparing 
to enter. Few of them had reliable and gratifying ties to family, school, 
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community, or religion. Most of their lives were characterized by radical 
individualism, taken to such an extreme that they had little sense of oblig- 
ation or attachment to others. Many of them were proud of this, and they 
jealously asserted their self-sufficiency and their right to do whatever 
they pleased as long as it did not directly harm anyone else. At the same 
time, however, it was clear that many of them were angry or lonely much 
of the time. Soon the focus of my interest had changed from the effects of 
heavy metal music on adolescents to what their love for the music reflects 
about their alienation and, more generally about adolescent alienation in- 
the United States. This alienation became the central topic of the book. 

The metalheads in the study were 13-25 years old2 (average age 17.6 for 
the boys, 18.4 for the girls). There were 31 questions in the interview, 
shown in the Appendix. I also had then fill out several questionnaires. 
Once the information on the metalheads was collected, I compared their 
responses on the interviews and questionnaires to the responses of 118 
adolescent boys who preferred other kinds of music. I recruited most of 
the boys (94 of them) for this comparison group of adolescents through 
classrooms in a local high school, but I also included 24 male students 
from college classes of mine in order to make the age range of the com- 
parison group similar to the age range for the metalheads.3 I also col- 
lected questionnaire data from 199 girls who were not heavy metal fans 
for comparison with the female metalheads. Chapter 8 describes the re- 
sults of the interviews with the girls. 

I have avoided rehashing the public debate over heavy metal. Readers 
interested in that debate can find accounts in books by Deanna Weinstein 
(1991) and Robert Walser (1993). Also, though I present a song analysis in 
Chapter 3, a more detailed analysis of the musical properties of particular 
heavy metal songs can be found in Walser's book. My primary interest is 
not the music but the fans: what the music means to them and what it re- 
flects about their lives. 

The book is based on my interviews with the metalheads, along with 
many other informal conversations I have had with metalheads, as well 
as my experiences in attending heavy metal concerts and listening to 
heavy metal cassettes. However, this book is about not only the heavy 
metal subculture but adolescence in contemporary America, using the 
voices of the metalheads to illustrate various points. Throughout the book 
I use information from national studies and national statistics to discuss 
various characteristics of American youth, then use the material from my 
interviews with the metalheads to bring these other studies and statistics 
to life. This is not to say that metalheads are no different from adolescents 
who prefer other types of music. As comparisons throughout the book 
will show, in some respects they are quite different. But some of the most 
disturbing trends among American adolescents-the alienation, the cyni- 
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cism, the recklessness-are illustrated with particular vividness in the 
lives of the metalheads. 

Why does the book focus mostly on boys, with the exception of the one 
chapter devoted to girls? There are two reasons. One is that the heavy 
metal subculture is largely male: Go to a concert and you see almost all 
adolescent boys, aged 13-25.4 Girls make up maybe 10 percent of the 
crowd. In the surveys I have done in high school classrooms, too, heavy 
metal is much more popular among boys than among girls.5 Second, 
many of the most serious problems of c~ntemporary adolescents--sui- 
cide and automobile fatalities, to give two examples-are more severe 
among boys than among girls.6 Some adolescent girls do like heavy 
metal, and some adolescent girls have serious problems, but in this book I 
have chosen to focus on the boys because heavy metal mainly reflects 
them and their concerns. (I refer to them as "boys" throughout the book, 
even though some of them are well beyond boyhood, so as to avoid hav- 
ing to use the awkward "boys/young men" every time. The reader 
should keep in mind the age range, 13-25.) 

I am grateful to a number of people for their advice and assistance dur- 
ing the time I have been writing this book. Reed Larson, Keith Roe, and 
Claudia Steinbrecher all provided useful comments and suggestions on 
the manuscript. Helena Stauber and Csilla Csizar conducted most of the 
interviews with the girls. Gordon Massman of Westview Press provided 
helpful editorial advice and encouragement. Freelance editor Jon Taylor 
Howard did a terrific job of copyediting. Oglethorpe University and the 
University of Missouri provided research funding. Most valuable of all 
has been the contribution of my wife, Lene Jensen, who has read the man- 
uscript at numerous stages and each time provided an insightful critique. 

Perhaps I should offer a confession or a disclaimer with regard to my 
opinion of the music itself. I love many kinds of music, but heavy metal is 
not one of them. In fact, one of the reasons I became interested in it was 
that I was amazed that anyone could find it appealing, and that made me 
want to find out why they did. Attending many heavy metal concerts and 
listening to dozens of tapes has failed to convert me. Still, I think I under- 
stand quite well by now the appeal heavy metal music holds for the metal- 
heads, and I respect the love that they have for it and the importance it 
holds in their lives. 

Jefiey Jensen Arnett 
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Jack had a striking appearance. His hair was straight and long, 
past his shoulders, and blond, sun-soaked from long summer 
hours of working construction outdoors. His skin was tanned 
baseball-glove brown, and he had a brownish beard of perhaps 
two weeks' growth. He was wearing a blue tie-dyed halter t-shirt 
and old blue jeans, with huge holes in the knees, nearly worn 
through on the left thigh. 

The most striking things about him, however, were his jewelry 
and tattoos. He wore an earring in each ear-in his right ear a person 
hanging from a noose, in his left, a crucifix. Another crucifix dangled . 
as a necklace, and on his left hand he sported a tattoo of yet another. 

The crosses decorating his body did not sigrufy devoutness on his 
part. "It's just something I like," he said. He also had a tattoo of a 
black rose on his left arrn. This had a more explainable (if somewhat 
bizarre) significance to him. "I love roses," he said. '1 love them 
when they die. I got a big old goldfish jar with black rose petals that 
I've kept over the years. When I was in treatment [for drug abuse], 
my girlfriend used to send me black roses every week. And they [the 
hospital personnel] would say that's real morbid and everything. 
When I die, I want twenty-one dozen black roses on my coffin." 

He had had a tough and chaotic life so far, this eighteen-year- 
old who was already thinking about how he wanted his coffin to 
be decorated. His past included a tumultuous relationship with 
his father, dropping out of high school at age sixteen, a stay in a 
psychiatric hospital for drug abuse, and time in jail for auto theft 
and breaking and entering. He was highly reckless in the present, 
too; his Summary Profile (see below) shows his history of high- 
speed and drunk driving, high-risk sexual behavior, and drug use 
over the past year. His alienation was deep-he was estranged 
from his father, and he said he admired no one, had no interest in 
politics or religion, and had no idea what to do with his Life. There 
may have been a yearning for meaning in his attraction to crosses 
and black roses-and to heavy metal music. Unlike most things in 
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life, heavy metal is "something no one can take away from you," 
he said. "You can take away a lot of things from people but you 
can't really take away music, 'cause that's your own. Ain't nobody 
ever gonna come into my house and take my tapes." 

The music clearly had an ideological si@cance for him. That 
was why he had volunteered to be in the study, to "defend our 
music, talk to people, let them see that it's not what they think." 
To him, the dark music and pessimistic lyrics of heavy metal songs 
reflect the harsh reality of life. . * 

I have a hard time with all these people that put down [heavy metal 
bands] and say they're satanic and they worship the devil and all this. 
Ifyou listen to the words in their songs, it's all reality. Dying is real- 
ity, nuclear war is reality, going out and killing somebody is reality, 
living on the streets is reality, and they talk about reality problems. 

But the sheer intensity of the music, and the pleasure and excite- 
ment of that intensity, were also part of the attraction for him. 
"The music is so powerful, it's so strong, it's real energizing," he 
said. "You put the music on and it gets you in a better mood and 
gets you moving . . . It's real intense, real intense." Listening to it 
with friends added to the excitement and intensity of it for him. 
He enjoyed getting together to slamdance with them-jostling, 
colliding, and slamming into each other, arms flailing, legs purnp- 
ing, and bodies convulsing or careening while the heavy metal 
music plays. 

It'sfun to just crawl into one room with nothing in it-nothing but a I [ 

little stereo-and throw on some wild music. Get aboutfifteen people 
in a small room and start slamdancing, basically beating the hell out of 1 

I 

each other. But we can hit each other and knock each other on the j 
ground and everything and we just turn around and look at each other I 
and say, "What's up man? Help me up." No big deal. It's just because 
it's all in fun. 

Jack spoke glowingly of the experience of attending heavy metal 
concerts and the exhilarating sense of being united there with fel- 
low metalheads. "It's great to go with a bunch of friends and just 
get wild," he said. "Whenever you get 10,000 headbangers in a 
room you don't want to piss us off, you don't want to get in our 

way." He also spoke of the concert setting as a place to expel his 
problems. "To me, at a concert, that's your time, it's your place, to 
release yourself from all the anxiety and troubles." 

He relied a great deal on heavy metal, on a daily basis. "I listen 
to my music every single day. It's an addiction to me," he said. "If 
I go without it, I miss it." His use of the word "addiction" was 
more than a metaphor; he said he had used the music as a substi- 
tute for his former drug addiction. "You can get the same feeling 
just from the music. I mean, I can listen to a song and it can put 
me in a better mood than smoking a joint or doing some drugs or 
something. I used to have a pretty bad drug problem, and the mu- 
sic has helped me stay away from it." Nevertheless, as his 
Summary Profile indicates, his drug problem persisted at the time 
we spoke. 

Although the music was a saurce of fun for him in slamdancing 
and attending concerts, and he used it to induce the kind of pleasur- 
able feelings he associated with drug use, it also seemed to sigru€y a 
reservoir of anger. For Jack, as for many of the other metalheads, the ., 
music was an expression of anger-and a way of purging it. 

I can be real mad-there's been a lot of times I've been real mad-and I 
can listen to a tape and it's calmed me down. I mean I've gotten all my 
feelings and all my anger out through the music, listening to it instead 
of me going out and bashing somebody's head in or going out and just 
raising a bunch of hell. Itls a release. 

Why was he so angry? Like many metalheads in the study Jack 
saw the world as a bleak and corrupt place and was deeply alien- 
ated from it, deeply pessimistic about the future of it. Also like 
many metalheads, Jack's anger also had a source closer to home- 
in his family life. For Jack, the deepest source was his anguished 
and alienated relationship with his father. When Jack was 
younger, father and son had a "close, close relationship." They 
shared the enjoyment of playing baseball and football and of rid- 
ing motorcycles. As Jack entered adolescence, however, his father 
suddenly began working long hours and was rarely home. 'All of 
a sudden I didn't have him there any more, and it hurt," said Jack. 
"That's why I still have a lot of anger toward him, because I miss 
him a lot. My parents are divorced now and I haven't talked to my 
dad in probably three or four months. And I miss that closeness." 
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The remoteness of his father and the resulting anger toward his 
father had contributed to making Jack's adolescence an exception- 
ally reckless one. Jack said that one reason for stealing, using 
drugs, and staying out late as an adolescent was "just to get his 
[father's] attention." Still, anger toward his father was not Jack's 
only motivation for his recklessness. He enjoyed it, for the same 
reason he enjoyed heavy metal music-the sheer excitement of it, 
the sensation-seeking intensity of it. By age fifteen he had broken 
into dozens of people's homes and stolen thirty-four automobiles. 
Why? 

I could get away with it. I was good at it. The intensity of being in 
someone else's room when they're sleeping, taking their jewelry, their 
money, and their car keys, right there while they're sleeping in the bed, 
and you're looking right over them. . . . It was real intense, it was a 
rush. You know, "What can you get away with? Howfar can you push 
your limit?" I found out, 

The experience of spending time in juvenile jail for theft and 
then in a psychiatric hospital for drug abuse had changed him, 
made him less reckless, he said. But he remained highly reckless 
compared to most people his age-or any age, for that matter. 
He may have progressed from out of control to barely in control, 
but he still seemed headed for trouble.. In his eyes the future 
held little promise worth preserving himself for. When I asked 
him what he saw himself doing in ten years, he had trouble en- 
visioning anything at all. "I don't know. I don't look that far 
ahead," he said. "My head spins if I do. That's when you start 
looking at depression. I'm like, 'What am I going to do in life?' 
you know what I mean? I just stick with today, that's just the 
way it goes." 

The upheavals of Jack's young life had made him feel wounded 
and wary, perhaps permanently.   is alienation was so deep by 
this time that it may have become a permanent part of him. It is no 
wonder that he identified so strongly with the angry, lonely, defi- 
ant heroes of heavy metal songs; he, too, was angry, lonely, and 
defiant. 
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body. I don't think I'm ever going to get anywhere or make anything of 
myselfwithout doing it myself. I keep Jack pretty locked up for right 
now asfar as feelings and letting anjbody in to touch me. It's been 
a long lqe. 

Summary profile: Jack 
Age: 18 
Race: White 
Education: quit school at age sixteen 
Current occupation: construction worker 
Father's occupation: telephone company middle-management 
Mother's occupation: child care worker 
Family background: parents divorced two months ago, father remote and often ab- 

sent beginning when Jack was twelve years old 
Spent most of childhood in: Florida 
Number of heavy metal recordings omned: over 300 
Favorite heavy metal groups: Motley Criie, Metallica, Megadeth 
Goals in ten years: "I don't look that far ahead" 
Polifical orientation: "I don't know" 
Religious orientation: atheist 
Hobbiesleisure preferences: plays eledric guitar, sang in heavy metal band for three 

years 
Three people most admired: "Me, myself, and I" 
Number of times in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: >10 

Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: >50 

Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: >50 

Had sex without contraception: >10 

Had sex with someone not known well: >10 

Used marijuana: >10 

Used cocaine: >10 

Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: 2-5 

Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 0 

Shoplifted: 0 

I've been hurt a lot, walked on, told this, told that, a lot of false 
promises, and I don't like it at all. That's why I really don't trust no- 



a /  A Heavy Metal Concert: 

I 
The Sensory Equivalent of War 

Heazy metal is, as much as anything else, an arena of gender, where spectacular 
gladiators compete to register and afect ideas of masculinity, sexuality, and gender. 

-heavy metal scholar Robert Walser, Running with the Devil 

The death of a culhsre begins whm its normative institutions fail to communicate 
ideals in ways that remain inwardly compelling. . . . At the breaking point, a cul- 
ture can no longer maintain itselfas an established span of moral demands. Its ju- 
risdiction contracts; it demands less, permits more. Bread and circuses become con- 
fused with right and duty. Spectacle becomes afirnctional substitute for sacrament. 

-Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic 

You must wait in line to enter the concert arena, along with the pilgrims. 
There are several lines leading into the arena, but every person who en- 
ters must be frisked to make sure he is not attempting to smuggle in alco- 
hol or photography equipment. It is quite cold outside, being early March 
in the Midwest, but few people seem to mind. Their thoughts are on the 
spectacle to come and on past spectacles. You hear their comments. "Did 
you see these guys last year?" someone says, presumably referring to the 
headline act for the evening, the heavy metal band Iron Maiden. "It was 
great!" His companion says regretfully that he missed that show, but he 
offers similar praise for a Metallica concert he attended. 

Most of the concertgoers waiting to enter are young males (about 90 per- 
cent of the crowd), in their teens and early twenties. You see a few who look 
younger, surprisingly young, perhaps nine or ten years old, and a few others 
who are clearly adults, middle-aged. Some of these adults you will recognize 
later on during the show, reading, smoking, and chatting in the lobby, avoid- 
ing the noise to the extent possible and waiting to escort their children home. 

At last you enter the lobby which is warm with activity. The action is 
centered around the concession stands, where t-shirts ($18-20), programs 
($lo), and other items bearing the logos of Iron Maiden or Anthrax are be- 
ing sold. The young "metalheads" (as they call themselves; also known as 
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Dressed to thrill at a hea y metal concert. (Photo by Nick 
Romanenko) 

"headbangers") press forward eagerly. awaiting their chance to purchase 
one or more of the tokens displayed there. 

You move through the lobby and find your reserved seat, about thirty 
rows up. From the looks of the sound system, you should have no problem 
hearing the bands. It is evident that the metalheads have come to exalt 
not only performers and music tonight but volume, sheer volume. There 
are twenty raised speakers on each side of the stage, plus ten five-foot- 
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high speakers sitting on each side, and ten more sitting center stage. 
These are, undoubtedly the best speakers that money can buy, designed 
with breathtaking technological sophistication. Any one of them alone 
would probably be sufficient to fill even this enormous arena with sound. 

People are filing in gradually and taking their seats. Not much is hap- 
pening so far. "Heavy fucking metal!" a beer-swilling, mesomorphic 
young man of about twenty years old shouts periodically. Two boys near 
the front of the stage hold up an American flag, to loud cheers. Two other 
boys in the vicinity hold up another American flag, this time with the Iron 
Maiden logo in place of the field of stars, to louder cheers. 

The girls are noticeable as they walk in to find their seats, not only be- 
cause they are distinctly in the minority, but because many of them are 
dressed in highly suggestive clothing. The nature of this suggestion is not 1 lost on the boys around them. One girl walks down the aisle wearing a 
dress better suited for prom night than a heavy metal concert. It is deep 1 red, with bare shoulders, a mostly bare back, and a low neckline. Wolf 

I whistles, predatory stares, and derisive smiles follow her as she goes. I Other girls wear clothes that are not only suggestive but downright ob- 
I scene. One girl who walks by you in the lobby is wearing a blue spandex 

top with no bra. The top button of her faded jeans is open, and the zipper 
is down about two inches. She has a blank, addled look on her face. 

I Another girl is wearing a bright purple dress with large oval spaces on 
each side revealing her flesh (and the absence of underwear) all the way 
up to her waist. She, like many of the other girls, is laden with makeup. 
But not all of the girls are dressed in this neoprostitute style. Many are 

I dressed like the boys, in the trademark metalhead style of denim jeans, a 
black "concert" t-shirt bearing the logo of a heavy metal band, and a 
leather or denim jacket. 

Some metalheads also wear these clothes for occasions other than con- 
certs, and their dress marks them off as different from peers at school. It is 
their declaration of identity as a metalhead/headbanger.l But there is a 
certain conformity in their nonconformity: The standard dress is the black 
t-shirt, worn-ouijeans, and jacket.  tic not everyone at the concert is 
dressed that way; many of them look like they could be at a basketball 
game or a party. 
u 

At last &e crowd has filled the seats and the concert seems about to be- 
gin. The first band to take the stage is Anthrax, named after the cattle dis- 
ease. Their stage prop is a clock with skulls at three, six, and nine o'clock, 
red lights for the eyes of the skulls, and the bones of a human skeleton 
shaping the number twelve and serving as the minute and hour hands. 
The hands of the clock begin to move, and the band takes the stage. The 
crowd roars in greeting. The lead singer of the band shouts a greeting in 
return, and the concert begins. 
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The volume of the sound that follows is stunning, even for those who 
are prepared for it. On occasion you can actually feel your ribcage vibrat- 
ing. The musical emphasis is on volume, power, and intensity, whereas 
melody and harmony are virtually absent. It is a cacophony in rhythm; 
virtually all you can hear is the beat being pounded out by the drums and 
the bass guitar, and the singer's voice screeching something unintelligi- 
ble. Although there are two electric guitar players, you can hardly hear 
the electric guitars at all. You certainly cannot hear individual notes. 

Whatever an unbeliever might think of it as music, the metalheads ap- 
pear to be enjoying it thoroughly. Often they sing along on the chorus, in- 
dicating their prior familiarity with the songs. As you look around you 
can see their faces intermittently lit up by the reflected light from the 
stage. When they are not singing along, many of them have a mesmerized 
look about them, mouths open, sometimes a slight smile. Virtually all of 
them remain on their feet through the entire performance. 

Down on the floor of the arena a commotion is taking place. The fans 
there have cleared out the chairs to form a dancing "pit" about twenty- 
five feet in diameter. (Pits are de rigueur at metal concerts; they are some- 
times referred to as a "slamdancing pit" or "mosh pit.") In it there are 
bodies crashing into one another, and the more you watch the more it be- 
comes apparent that they are doing this deliberately, in a violent dance. 
This is what metalheads call "moshing" or "slamdancing." They often 
slam against one another so hard that one or both of them end up on the 
floor. After one especially forceful collision you see a boy put his hand to 
his head as he p d s  himself up from the floor. He appears to be bleeding, 
but he is smiling in a pained way. Is he smiling in spite of, or because of, 
his injury? 

A battalion of security guards moves into the slamdancing pit and soon 
restores order of a sort. Attention returns to the stage. The band is per- 
forming with great energy, the drummer thrashing relentlessly in every 
direction, the guitar players and singer jumping, leaning, running, twist- 
ing, and writhing during every song. The band members generally look 
like those of most other heavy metal bands: long, unkempt hair, loose 
dark shirt, leather or denim pants. The long hair is intended partly to con- 
vey a daring androgyny, partly to display a contempt for convention, but 
for the bass guitar player it is also a prop: Frequently he thrashes his hair 
in circles as he pumps away. 

The crowd, avid from the start, heats up even more as the concert pro- 
gresses. The pinnacle of enthusiasm is reached during the final song of 
the regular set. For once the lyrics of the chorus are clear because the en- 
tire crowd is singing, shouting along: "An-ti-so-cial!" It is the cry of the 
alienated but defiant outcast. "An-ti-so-cial!" It is a celebration of scorn, 
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Fans exult in the high-sensation intensity of a heazy metal concert. (Photo by Nick 
Romanenko) 

an ecstasy of alienation. You look around at the devotees; they seem truly 
happy. 

This closer is followed by the band's exit, then a minute or two of 
crowd chants and applause in an attempt to persuade them to return. 
Soon they do, but they do not break immediately into an encore. hstead, 
the lead singer leads a ritual that seems like a vulgar caricature of a reli- 
gious call-and-response: "Suck my motherfucking dick!" he shouts to the 
crowd, and they shout it back to him. After repeating this several times, 
he varies the theme: "Fuck yeah!" h; shouts, over and over, and again 
they shout it back to him each time. The crowd loves it. The usual barrier 
between adolescents' private profanity (with their friends) and their pub- 
lic restraint (with adults, especially familiar adults) is rent. Vulgarity is 
made public and celebrated. 

After this goes on for a while, the band plays an encore and then leaves 
to the vigorous cheers of the crowd. During the intermission you walk 
around the lobby where people are streaming toward the food/beer 
lines, the restrooms, the concession stands. If anything, the press of peo- 
ple at the concession stands is even greater than before. You wonder 
whether the metalheads will be able to reach the same level of intensity 
for the headline act, Iron Maiden. 
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You soon find out. Iron Maiden is greeted with even louder hosannas 
than Anthrax received. This band has been touring for many years, and 
they have developed a loyal following. You can perceive something like a 
melody in many of the songs Iron Maiden plays, and you can hear some 
of the notes of the guitar players. As for the fans, there can be little doubt 
of their enthusiasm. You can see easily where the term "headbanger" 
comes from: Many of them "bang" their heads up and down to the 
rhythm of the songs, eyes closed, transported. If you still cannot make out 
more than an occasional word of the lyrics to the songs, once again the 
crowd comes to your aid by singing dong with many of the songs. They 
are especially vocal on a song toward the end of the show, an Iron Maiden 
classic from their early days, called "The Number of the Beast." "Six! Six! 
Six!" they shout together. "The number of the beast!" Looking around 
you, you see a young woman shouting the words, her face radiant with 
joy. The encore that follows is a hit from the band's latest album. "Bring 
your daughter, bring your daughter, to the slaugh-ter!" the crowd shouts 
along joyfully, "let her go, let her go, let her go!" Over and over again 
they sing this. 

The band exits at last. The drummer throws several drum sticks to the 
crowd, and metalheads reach and scramble for them the way medieval 
peasants might have strained to grasp a reputed fragment of the cross of 
Jesus. At last the crowd exits, and you with them. 

The concert as a manhood ritual 

As bizarre as a heavy metal concert may seem to a nonfan witnessing one 
for the first time, it is actually not unlike other cultural rituals that have 
been constructed by people in other places and other times. The precise 
form of the spectacle may be new, but the group psychology of it, as well 
as the yearning for ritual and ecstatic transcendence that underlies it, are 
ancient and go very deep. Speafically, the heavy metal concert could be 
said to resemble the manhood rituals that have taken place for centuries 
in many cultures around the world.2 Typically, these rituals serve the 
function of publicly inducting boys into the role requirements that will be 
expected of them as adult men. However, although the heavy metal con- 
cert contains some of the age-old elements of manhood rituals, it differs 
in that it leads adolescent boys against adult ideals; it represents a declara- 
tion of rejection of the ways of the adults in the larger culture. It is all 
spectacle and no sacrament; it leads not to an embrace of the moral de- 
mands of their culture but to a defiant rejection of all moral demands.3 

Let us look around the world at what occurs to boys when they reach 
adolescence and at the rituals that mark male adolescence. Such a com- 

parison highlights the ways in which the heavy metal concert is a ritual of 
adolescence, and also the ways it is different from traditional rituals. The 
comparison will also illustrate how the passage to adulthood in the con- 
temporary United States is in some ways unusually ambiguous and prob- 
lematic. 

In cultures nearly everywhere there are clear expectations for what it 
means to be a man and clear guidelines for how to go about achieving 
manhood status.4 Virtually always these expectations and guidelines are 
upheld and promoted by the adult men of society. From their fathers, 
grandfathers, uncles, and other men, boys learn what they must do, how 
they must behave, what they must believe, and what they must achieve 
in order to be considered worthy to be called a man. Almost universally 
the expectations are that in order to be a man, an adolescent boy must 
learn how to procreate, provide, and protect. For the requirement of learning 
to procreate the emphasis is on reproduction, not merely on sexuality; if 
boys are encouraged to experiment sexually in adolescence, it is under- 
stood that this is a way of learning how to perform adequately as a hus- 
band so that they may successfully conceive children. They must learn 
how to provide, too, not just for themselves but for their families; in many 
cases they also learn to make a contribution to the community as a whole. 
They also learn how to protect family and community, from animal and 
human predators. These three tasks must be mastered during adolescence 
before a boy is deemed worthy to marry and be considered an adult. 

Observe the East African Samburu for illustration. Often the path to 
mastering these tasks begins with a formal ritual.5 A boy's adolescence 
begins at age fourteen to fifteen, with a ritual of circumcision. No anes- 
thetic is provided, yet the boy must remain utterly still during the proce- 
dure; should a boy cry out or even flinch, he will shame not only himself 
but his entire lineage-in the present and for generations to come. This 
initiation is followed by a tribal festival in which there is music, singing, 
costumes, and vigorous dancing. The nubile girls sing songs taunting the 
newly initiated young men for never having been on a cattle raid; men of- 
ten conduct such raids against neighboring tribes, but the boys have not 
yet taken part. For the boys, the combination of music and sexual provo- 
cation reaches such a height of intense sensation that the characteristic re- 
sponse is "shivering," a shaking and palpitating movement of their entire 
bodies. Thus inspired, the boys soon go forth on their first cattle raid. 

Over the next twelve years the cohort of boys who have been circum- 
cised together learns together how to procreate, provide, and protect in- 
structed in all of these tasks by elders. They have sexual involvements 
with various girls, they learn to steal cattle and to tend the ones they steal, 
and they learn to protect their tribe from the depredations of other tribes. 
In all of this the boys are encouraged, instructed, and admonished by the 
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adult men of the tribe. In this way the continuity of generations is'main- 
tained, and the skills and knowledge necessary for survival are passed 
on. 

I Almost always performing the tasks of manhood requires taking risks 
of one kind or another. Courting young women and having intercourse 1 
carry the risks of rejection and of revealing ignorance or impotence dur- I 

I 
ing intercourse. Learning to provide often carries physical risks; the 
Samburu boys must steal cattle from other tribes, and so they risk being i 
caught and imprisoned or beaten or worse. The task of protection carries 
the obvious risks involved in waifare, of being injured or killed by ene- 
mies. Cultures have ways of coaxing or coercing the more reticent or , 
timid boys-among the Samburu, no one may resist the ritual of circum- 
cision-but for the most part boys do not need to be coaxed or coerced. 

I 

Cultures simply make use of the heightened appetite for strong sensation, 
for intense experience, that occurs as part of adolescent development.6 I 
This heightened sensation seeking means that most adolescent boys find , 
taking risks exciting, thrilling. The pleasure of the intensity of the experi- I 

ence may overwhelm any fears they might have that the risk might end 
badly for them. 

one function of the intensified socialization of adolescent boys that oc- 
curs in manhood rituals is to take their thirst for high sensation and tem- 
per it, mold it, shape it so that it is not disruptive to the community but is 
actually useful to it. The Samburu thus socialize sensation-seeking desires 
so that they are in the service of the needs of the community to provide 
for and protect its members. William James, writing a century ago,' com- 
mented on some of the favorable aspects of war-that young men are of- 
ten selfless, courageous, and loyal to one another during wartime in ways 
that they would not have been off the battlefield. He concluded that what 
the world needs is the moral equivalent of war-some strenuous and chal- 
lenging activity for young men that engages all their faculties the way 
war does and inspires them to direct their energies on behalf of collective 
ideals the way war does-but does not involve killing and destruction. 
This insight was penetrating but incomplete. What appeals to young men 
about war is not only the moral quality of it but the sensory intensity of it. 
To fire their excitement and imaginations the way war does would re- 
quire not the moral but the sensory equivalent of war. Manhood rituals 
around the world serve a function of this kind, providing adolescent boys 
with high sensation in a way that is controlled by adults and made to be 
in service to the community. A heavy metal concert is also, in a way, the 
sensory equivalent of war-but without the guiding, socializing influence 
of adults to make it socially constructive. 

A heavy metal concert: The sensory equivalent of war 15 

Ritual and contemporary adolescents 

Looking at the American majority cultures in contrast to cultures such as 
the Samburu, it is evident how little American adults provide children in 
the way of ritual9 or in the way of formal guidance and instruction for 
adult life. There is no recognition of the entrance to adolescence-girls, of 
course, have the common biological marker of menstruation, but boys in 
the American majority culture have nothing at all. The guidelines for pro- 
creating, providing, and protecting are poorly defined. Sexual activity in 
adolescence takes place with no sense of how it is connected to prepara- 
tion for marriage and procreation; often it is simply recreational. There is 
no community of adults who instruct boys in how to provide for their fu- 
ture families. What instruction does take place is conducted by teachers 
who are strangers or near-strangers to the boys' parents and with whom 
boys are familiar for a year or so before moving on to the next. As for pro- 
tection, learning to protect home and community from animals is hardly . 
necessary in a modern industrialized society. Threats from human attack- 
ers (that is, violent criminals) are a problem in some parts of the United 
States, but nothing that most boys learn from adult men prepares them to 
protect their future families from such attackers.10 

Thus adolescent boys growing up in the contemporary American ma- 
jority culture are left to construct their development on their own to a re- 
markable extent. We allow this partly because we can afford to. Unlike 
most societies of the past and many societies of the present, the majority 
of members of contemporary Western societies have little to worry about, 
whether in the way of procreating enough children to sustain the next 
generation, providing enough food to stave off starvation and extinction, 
or protecting themselves from aggressive neighboring groups who are 
trying to steal from them, kill them, or both.11 Because of this, it would 
not make sense for Americans to emulate the rituals of a culture like the 
Samburu, who bring their boys into adulthood so strictly and carefully 
because their dangerous environment requires boys to be well-prepared 
at an early age to meet its challenges. We can afford to relax the reins of 
socialization and leave our adolescents free to experience the exhilarat- 
ing-if also somewhat disconcerting-air of freedom. 

Left to themselves, however, some adolescent boys will follow the lure 
of their sensation-seeking impulses in ways that are disruptive to social 
order and, ultimately, to themselves. Consider two of the most prominent 
problems of contemporary American society: automobile fatalities and 
crime. Young males dominate the statistics of both. As is well known, au- 
tomobile accidents are the leading cause of death among young people 
aged 15-24,'2 and males in this age group have the highest rate of auto- 
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mobile injuries and fatalities among the entire population.13 This is not 
simply a result of inexperience-they drive faster, are more likely to drive 
while intoxicated, and take more risks while driving.14 Adolescent boys 
also dominate the statistics on criminal activity.15 Remove adolescent 
boys from the crime statistics of contemporary America, and the rates of a 
wide variety of crimes plummet. In both automobile accidents and crime, 
sensation seeking plays a key rolel6-adolescents drive recklessly and 
commit crimes in greater proportion than the rest of the population at 
least partly because they find these activities exciting and fun. Adolescents 
are high in sensation seeking, and these activities are high in sensation.17 

This suggests that most cultures have an intensive period of socialization 
for adolescent boys, not just to teach them the practical ways of survival in 
their culture but to stamp indelibly on their hearts and souls the impulse 
control, the capacity for self-restraint and self-denial, the moral demands, 
that adolescent boys must learn if a culture is to avoid being disrupted by 
the sorts of things that adolescents boys may do if left on their own, unso- 
cialized. This intensified socialization becomes crucial at puberty, when the 
sensation-seeking tendency reaches its peak18 and when the physical size 
and strength of boys lurches upward, so that it is no longer possible to en- 
sure their compliance with social norms merely through the greater size 
and strength presented by adult men. As a consequence, many cultures 
seize this moment in development to intensify socialization so that the con- 
trol of adolescent boys becomes their own self-regulation, part of them- 
selves. SeZf~egulation includes the capacity to control one's behavior so that 
it complies with social norms as well as the capacity to control one's emo- 
tions so that they do not become overwhelming; it is a crucial part of social- 
ization. Once self-regulation is internalized, it is not necessary to impose 
external controls upon them as an alien and oppressive force. 

Recall the Samburu. Requiring absolute stillness while the tender, 
acutely sensitive foreskin of the penis is sliced away during circumcision 
is a way of demonstrating, unequivocally, the power of the community 
over the individual. You must, you will, conform to the exacting require- 
ments of self-denial and obedience, or suffer a social exile far more 
painful and enduring than the physical procedure of circumcision. Yet the 
very intensity of the procedure, and all the ritual that surrounds it, infuses 
it with a meaning that makes the adolescent boy's self-control at this mo- 
ment seem like an achievement on his part, not merely his acquiescence to 
the superior power of the group. He has learned about it long before, he 
knows that adults place a supreme importance on it, and now his partici- 
pation makes it his own, makes self-regulation part of his own identity. 

A heavy metal concert can be seen as a substitute manhood ritual, a rit- 
ual that developed in part to fill the social vacuum left by a culture that 
disdains rituals. As in other manhood rituals, adolescent boys at a heavy 
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metal concert are gathered together in one place and bound together by a 
common enthusiasm. As in other manhood rituals, high sensation is cen- 
tral and is delivered in part through the use of music. As in other man- 
hood rituals, the response to this high sensation is active, visceral: The 
Samburu shiver, the metalheads bang their heads. As in other manhood 
rituals, adolescent boys at a heavy metal concert subject themselves to an 
imposing physical test-in the case of the heavy metal concert, the test is 
to withstand the immense volume of the music as well as the battering of 
bodies in the slamdancing pit-and are challenged not just to endure it 
but to glory in it. 

The crucial difference between a heavy metal concert and'other man- 
hood rituals, of course, is that unlike other such rituals a heavy metal con- 
cert is not administered and overseen by adults who represent what the 
culture as a whole wants adolescent boys to become. It is safe to say that 
most American parents would not relish the prospect of their boys con- 
verting to the alienated view of life exemplified by heavy metal perform- 
ers..And yet, left on their own without instruction and social pressure 
from sigruficant adults, this is the ideal that many adolescent boys have 
chosen to celebrate and pursue. American adults encourage their children 
toward independence, self-sufficiency, and individualism from an early 
age, believing that these are healthy goals for development. What is unin- 

1 tended, unanticipated, and often unrecognized is that, for some adoles- 
I cents, independence easily becomes loneliness, self-sufficiency may 
I 
I 

shade into isolation, individualism may take an alienated form. 

I The alienated individualism of American adolescents, as displayed in 

I the heavy metal subculture, is the focus of this book. By "alienation" I mean 
I a sense of estrangement from one's culture, a deep loneliness arising from a 
I lack of gratifying emotional connections to others, and cynicism about the 

ideals and possibilities for life offered by one's culture. I see heavy metal as 
a response to a crisis of meaning in the lives of adolescents. My argument is 

I that alienation is pervasive among American adolescents, including many 
who are not heavy metal fans, and that it is displayed with unsettling clar- 
ity in the heavy metal subculture and the lives of the metalheads. 

I Heavy metal is a reflection of the alienation that many adolescents feel 
I 

as a result of the lack of instruction provided to them by their culture, in- 
cluding family, school, community, and religion. It reflects, furthermore, a 
failure to provide them with sufficient insiructioi~ in what should be val- 
ued and what rejected, what is good and what is evil, and what they 
should do with their lives. This portends, if not cultural death of the kind 
Philip Rieff warns about in the epigraph that opens this chapter, then at 
least a serious cultural problem. The music and subculture of heavy metal 
are symptoms of a pervasive failure of socialization in American society. 
The American majority culture is failing to bring a substantial proportion 
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of its children and adolescents to adulthood with a secure sense of cul- 
tural membership; in fact, many young people stand on the threshold of 
adulthood deeply suspicious of the adult world they are about to enter, 
contemptuous of many of the institutions adults would have them em- 
brace. From the mouths of metalheads comes a cry of alienation that 
speaks volumes not just about heavy metal music, but about what it is 
like to be an adolescent growing up in contemporary Western society. 

[ P R O F I L E  

Nick was known to his friends as "Rooster." With his frizzy red 
hair extending in every direction from his head, it was easy to see 
why. He wore a knit yellow shirt and nice blue jeans over his mus- 
cular frame. He had a somewhat hard face, even when he smiled, 
but he was garrulous and open in the interview. He was also gen- 
erous: Unsolicited, he loaned dozens of tapes to me during the 
course of the study, so that I could get a sense of different groups 
and different subtypes of heavy metal. 

'Nick especially liked heavy metal songs with serious social 
commentary. Favorite songs he named included one by Slayer 
"about how terrible the Nazis were to the Jews," one by Dr. 
Know "about a city obliterating the Amazon rain forest," and 
songs by Exodus about dropping the atomic bomb and about 
child abuse. Like many metalheads, he also listened to heavy 
metal to purge his anger. "If I get in an angry or violent mood, to 
tell you the truth, I'll put it in and I'll turn it up. A lot of times it 
just reflects how I feel." The effect of it, he said, is that "it calms 
me down." Slamdancing at concerts served the same cathartic 
function for him: "Any angry aggressions you have, you just let 
them out." 

This was the characteristic response of boys in the study: Most 
commonly, heavy metal songs served the function of helping to 
purge their destructive and self-destructive urges. For Nick, how- 
ever, there was one occasion when listening to a heavy metal song 
fortified his resolve to feign a suicide sttempt. He had joined the 
Marine Corps in the expectation of becoming an officer and a heli- 
copter pilot. However, during boot camp marijuana was discov- 
ered in his blood, evidently the residue of smoking the drug just 
before he entered service. His chance to become an officer was ru- 
ined with this, yet he was contractually committed to completing 
his hitch. Desperate and miserable, he decided to cut his wrists in 
the hopes of getting a discharge for psychological reasons. And he 
put on a song from a heavy metal tape for background. 
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It's a real pretty song and a real depressing song, a slow ballad. [Is it 
by a heavy metal band?] Yeah. It's about a guy  that wants to be 
taken away. "Beautiful dream, take me away, take me awayfrom here." 
I guess I never really even thought about it till right now, but that was 
an appropriate song. It was a song I really liked and probably the only 
song I could have done anything to. And i f1  hadn't done it then, I 
probably wouldn't have been able to do it. So I put that on, and I cut 
m y  wrists, and they sent me to the hospital. I didn't do it to commit 
suicide, I just did it because I didn't know how else to get out ofthere. 

Nick's childhood family life was chaotic and full of conflict. His 
mother was an alcoholic, his father physically abused him, and his 
parents were divorced when he was five. 

[ M y  father1 used to beat me and m y  mom when I was little, and that's 
the reason for the divorce. After the divorce, he beat me up whenever I 
would come to visit. And then when I came to visit when I was about 
seventeen or eighteen, I picked him up  and body-slammed him on the 
cement, and he hit his head. Since then he's talked stern with me, but 
he hasn't hit me. 

Now that his father had remarried, there was resentment on 
Nick's part toward his father's new family, even though Nick saw 
them only occasionally. There was also a great deal of anger re- 
maining toward his father, increased now by Nick's perception 
that his father favored the stepson. His father was putting the 
stepson through college but had refused to support Nick finan- 
cially to attend art school, which left Nick seething. "It's some- 
thing I don't think I can ever forgive him, regardless if he gives me 
a hundred thousand dollars, a million dollars, I'd still have that re- 
sentment toward him." 

At the time of the interview Nick was employed using his artis- 
tic abilities, drawing graphic art for an automobile parts company. 
However, he had hopes of owning his own business doing art- 

I work for heavy metal bands and other pop music performers. 
Within ten years, he said, "I'd like to own my own art studio and 
make a successful living at that. Do work for rock groups and get 

I to know them, become their friend. Like Andy Warhol did." But 
I this was just one of the possible futures he imagined for himself. 
I 
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I could own a diflerent kind of business. One might be a pawn shop, 
'cause you can getfantastic bargains ifpeople don't come back and get 
their stufl. And I've worked for one part-time and I know what goes 
on, and I've pawned stufl. The other two businesses I might like to own 
go together, and ironically they're a bar and a liquor store. [Why is 
that ironic?] Because I don't advocate drinking, you know. But Ifig- 
ure it would always be good business. 

There is, of course, an additional irony in the son of an alcoholic 
mother wanting to own a bar and a liquor store. 

Nick seemed bright, talented, and energetic. Perhaps he would 
succeed in one or more of the goals he had in mind. But there was 
also the danger that his propensity for recklessness would lead 
him to a much different fate. His stories of reckless driving were 
especially disturbing. The sensation-seeking thrill of driving at 
high speeds was compelling to him-"going fast, it stimulates 
you," he said-and he did not appear to worry much about the 
potential consequences. He had an exaggerated confidence in his 
ability to escape the consequences of driving recklessly, a sense of 
invulnerability that made him dismiss the dangers his driving 
practices held for him and others. 

I do a hundred and ten in  a Cavalier. I've blown tires at high speeds. 
I've done things in cars Vy myseywhen nobody else was around, just 
to know that I could do it. Yeah, I drive reckless i n  some cases, but I 
would not endanger other people's lives. To other people, yes, it may 
seem like I am, and to some degree I am, but so is everybody every time 
they get in a car. The one thing I have going for me in any situation is 
not to panic. 

He also recounted, during the interview, several episodes of drunk 
driving and three occasions of being threatened with a gun (by 
three different people). He may yet face a situation where "not 
panicking" is not enough. 

Summary profile: Nick 
Age: 23 
Race: White 
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Education: high school graduate 
Current occupation: graphic artist/darkroom technician 
Father's occupation: record company distribution manager 
Mother's occupation: homemaker 
Family background: Parents divorced when he was five, mother alcoholic, father 

physically abusive 
Spent most of childhood in: Chicago and Wisconsin 
Number of heavy metal recordings owned: over 200 
Favorite heavy metal groups: Dr. Know, Exodus, Slayer 
Goals in ten years: own a business (art studio,pawn shop, bar) 
Polifical orientation: "inactive" Republican 
Religious orientation: agnostic 
Hobbies/leisure preferences: plays some bass guitar 
Three people most admired: David Lee Roth, Andy Warhol, Mark Twain 
Number of times in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: 2-5 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 11-20 
Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: 21-50 
Had sex without contraception: 0 
Had sex with someone not known well: 0 
Used marijuana: 0 
Used cocaine: 1 
Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: 0 
Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 0 
Shoplifted: 0 

Heavy Metal Music and 
the Socialization of Adolescents 

I f  is individualism, and not equality, that has wrched inexorably through our 
history. . . . [In the present] this individualism may have grown cancerous. 

-Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart 

This is a book about adolescence in contemporary America, using heavy 
metal music and its appeal for many adolescents as a framework for dis- 
cussion. I a m  not suggesting that all adolescents like heavy metal music, 
and I do not contend that all metalheads are alike. However, I do contend 
that certain characteristics that are common among the metalheads are 
true of enough American adolescents to merit the attention and concern 
of the rest of us. Principal among these characteristics are alienation, cyn- 
icism, and a radical individualism that leaves adolescents with only the 
scarcest of ties to family, community, and the larger society. 

These characteristics are more likely to be true of metalheads than of other 
adolescents, and we should be wary of generalizing too readily from metal- 
heads to all adolescents. However, it could be argued that the metalheads 
display in bold relief, characteristics that are true to some extent for many if 
not most American adolescents. It should also be recognized that the follow- 
ing for heavy metal music consists not merely of a few thousand aberrant 
adolescents but many d o n s  of American adolescents in every city and 
town of this country (as well as adolescents in other countries around the 
world). The top heavy metal bands routinely sell millions of copies of every 
album they release and play on concert tours to packed arenas all over the 
United States. The popularity of heavy metal has grown, too, in the past 
decade. When MTV began in 1981, it avoided or ignored heavy metal bands. 
Now heavy metal videos appear routinely on the music video channel, and 
the regular segments devoted entirely to heavy metal videos are among the 
most popular programs on the channel. "Beavis and Butthead," a cartoon 
program on MTV depicting the adventures of two metalheads, has become 
immensely popular and is show daily on the network. If popular culture 
reflects society, does all this mean that the alienation and cynicism expressed 
in heavy metal songs is growing among American adolescents? 
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Qualities like alienation are difficult to measure even in the present, 
much less retrospectively and historically. Nevertheless, looking at trends 
among American adolescents over the half century since World War 11, it 
is difficult to avoid the conclusion that something disturbing has taken 
place during this time. Whether one looks at rates of suicide, crime, drug 
use, or automobile fatalities, a pattern of disintegration is evident. The 
rate of suicide among adolescents increased over 300 percent between 
1950 and the late 1970s' and has remained high since then. This increase 
occurred primarily among white adolescent boys-the group most at- 
tracted to heavy metal music. The rise in crime among adolescents has 
been stunning. In 1950 the arrest rate for persons aged 14-24 was under 
10 per 1,000 persons; by 1985 it had risen to over 100 per 1,000 persons.2 
Statistics on illegal drug use do not go back that far-perhaps because use 
of illegal drugs was so rare at midcentury that it did not occur to anyone 
to record a statistic for it-but arrests for drug use among 18- to 24-year- 
olds were more than 10 times higher in 1985 than in 1965.3 The rate of au- 
tomobile fatalities among adolescents aged 15-24 rose by over 50 percent 
between 1940 and 1980-a time when rates were actually declining in 
most other age groups.4 

The recitation of these grim statistics is not meant to imply that all con- 
temporary adolescents are headed toward self-destruction, nor is it meant 
to imply that heavy metal music or popular culture in general is some- 
how responsible for it all. It is, however, meant to raise the questions: 
What sort of changes have taken place in American society that have con- 
tributed to the increase in these problems? What is it about the way we 
socialize children and adolescents that makes it possible for these prob- 
lems to occur at the rates that they do? 

This is a book, then, not only about adolescent fans of heavy metal mu- I 
I 

sic but about the socialization of adolescents in the contemporary United 1 
States. Socialization is the process by which people learn the ways of the 1 
social world-the culture-in which they live. The increases in adoles- i 
cents' reckless and self-destructive behavior described above, as well as 
the appeal of heavy metal music, can be explained partly by reference to I this process. It is the central contention of this book that some adolescents , 
are attracted to heavy metal music because of what their socialization has I 

failed to provide for them, that is, because it has failed to teach them ade- 
quately how to function in the world. In their search for alternative 
sources of instruction, some of them use heavy metal songs and spectacle , 
as one such source. I 

I 
I can explain this contention by describing in more detail what the so- 

l 

cialization process involves. Socialization typically has three goals: (1) to I 
establish the internalization of impulse control, the development of self- I 

regulation; (2) to prepare children and adolescents for adult social roles, I 

including an occupational role, the role of spouse, and the role of parent; 
and (3) to teach sources of meaning, in other words to teach what is im- 
portant, what is to be valued, what is to be lived for. 

Heavy metal music is importantly related to all three of these goals. It 
works against the goal of establishing self-regulation, because it exernpli- 
fies and glorifies the unrestrained expression of sexual and aggressive im- 
pulses. At the same time, perhaps paradoxically it makes it easier for ado- 
lescent fans to control their aggressive impulses because the music often 
has the effect of purging their anger, calming them down. Heavy metal 
also provides a focus for the goal of learning an occupational role for 
those boys who hope and plan to be involved in heavy metal music either 
as performers or in some other way that connects them to it. But it is to 
the third goal, teaching sources of meaning, that heavy metal music is 
most relevant. Many metalheads find a crucial source of meaning in their 
involvement with heavy metal, not just from the way they resonate to the 
lyrics of the songs but from their admiration of the performers, from their 
participation in the collective ritual of the heavy metal concert, and from 
becoming part of a youth subculture that shares not merely music but a 
way of looking at the world. 

It may seem strange that adolescents would look to something like 
heavy metal music as a source of meaning, and it is strange, it is a reflec- 
tion of the uniqueness of our time. Perhaps the most explicit and obvious 
source of meaning in most cultures is religious beliefs; in virtually every 
culture throughout human history religious beliefs have been developed 
to explain the origin of human life, the reasons for human suffering, and 
the destination of the soul after death. But most cultures have many other 
sources of meaning: family relationships, attachments to community or 
ethnic group or racial group or nation, status in a group hierarchy, accu- 
mulation of wealth, and other sourcGs. That heavy metal could also be 
one such source demonstrates that the human propensity for finding 
sources of meaning is highly flexible and that there is tremendous vari- 
ability in the sorts of experiences and ideas and symbols that may serve 
this yearning. 

It also demonstrates, I think, that the sources of meaning common to 
other cultures and other times have become diluted or have dried up alto- 
gether in the American majority culture in our time. In particular religion, 
family, and community have all declined as sources of meaning in the last 
half century, as I will describe in detail in the chapters to come. At the 
same time, a new source of meaning has arisen: National and interna- 
tional electronic media have been developing, which tie individuals na- 
tionwide and worldwide into one culture (at least on a superficial 1evel)S 
and which provide for some a source of meaning where other sources 
have proven insufficient. Heavy metal music is part of these new media. 
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One consequence of these changes-the decline of religion, family, and 
community as socialization influences, as well as the rise of electronic me- 
dia-is that this is a very unusual time and place to be an adolescent. 
Throughout the book I will stress this point and illustrate it by providing 
examples from other cultures and other times. The examples are intended 
to illustrate, by contrast, how unusual (and precarious) it is to be growing 
up in the contemporary American majority culture. 

Socialization, broad and narrow 

In this chapter I present a theory of socialization that will serve as the 
framework for our discussion of issues concerning heavy metal music 
and adolescent socialization throughout the rest of the book.6 This theory 
distinguishes between two general patterns of socialization. Under broad 
socialization, individualism, independence, and self-expression are en- 
couraged, with the result that a broad range of individual differences in 
abilities and desires is expressed. Under narrow socialization, in contrast, 
there are greater pressures toward obedience and conformity of thought 
and behavior to a culturally prescribed standard, with the result that a 
relatively narrow range of individual differences is expressed. 

Socialization in the contemporary American majority culture is broad 
and especially exalts the broad socialization value of individualism. Amer- 
icans value independence, autonomy, and self-sufficiency and teach these 
values in direct and indirect ways to their children. This is a paradoxical 
form of socialization. Socialization entails the shaping of the behavior, 
attitudes, and worldviews of individuals so that they become what soci- 
ety wants them to become and conform to what society needs and expects 
of them.7 In the American majority culture, however, conforming to the 
expectations of others is often portrayed as a weakness, a failure of char- 
acter, or an unhealthy course of development.8 Americans admire people 
who defy social expectations and social demands, who express their indi- 
viduality to the fullest and seem not to care what others think. This is 
an American ideal personified by characters as diverse as the Wild West 
cowboy, James Dean, and Madonna. Heavy metal fans share this Amer- 
ican ideal. They see heavy metal performers as representations of it, and 
they express great admiration for them. 

In most cultures socialization takes place from seven sources: family, 
peers/friends, school, neighborhood/community, the media, the legal 
system, and the cultural belief system. The family is of primary impor- 
tance in socialization in every culture, but the other sources must be con- 
sidered as well. Below, the characteristics of each of the sources of social- 
ization are described in their broad and narrow forms, with a focus on 
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socialization in adolescence. This discussion will serve as an overview of 
the topics to be considered in the chapters that follow, where the alien- 
ation of metalheads will be explored in relation to their socialization. 

Family 

In cultures with narrow socialization, parents treat their adolescents very 
differently than most American parents do. In India, for example, the fa- 
ther has unambiguous authority over his children throughout his life, not 
just when they are young but when they are grown as well.9 His sons owe 
him respect and deference, not just as boys but into manhood. In most 
cases sons continue to live with their parents after they marry (a common 
pattern worldwide), bringing their wives home to live and raising chil- 
dren with the assistance and instruction (not always welcome) of their 
parents. In this way a hierarchy of authority according to age is main- 
tained throughout the lifespan. Although a person's status certainly rises 
upon reaching adulthood, parents remain figures of respect and author- 
ity. 

Under broad socialization, in contrast, families are much more egalitar- 
ian. This is true of most families in the American majority culture, includ- 
ing the families of the boys described in later chapters. Beatrice Whiting 
and Carolyn Edwards (1988), in their cross-cultural study of childhood 
socialization, observe that even before adolescence, American children 
are treated by their parents "as if they were their status equals. Such treat- 
ment would be inconceivable in [most other cultures], where people's rel- 
ative ages are associated with their authority and right to dominate" (p. 
116). The broad socialization of American adolescents is also reflected in 
the fact that they are given a great deal of autonomy from the family and 
encouraged to be independent and to strive for self-sufficiency. 
Adolescents spend little of their time with their parents, instead spending 
their time (outside of school) either in paid employment or in leisure with 
friends.10 

The egalitarianism of American families and the independence of ado- 
lescents in relation to their families emerge in some interesting ways in 
the lives of the metalheads. This approach to socialization leaves parents 
in a tenuous position when their adolescent boy brings home a tape 
called Kill 'Em A11 or shows an enthusiasm for a group called Slayer or 
Rigor Mortis. Some parents consider it to be a matter of their adolescents' 
free choice and do not consider themselves to have a right to object. Other 
parents are concerned about the potential effects of the music, but broad 
socialization, with its emphasis on independence and equality, gives them 
little ground on which to object. We will explore these issues in more de- 
tail in Chapter 6. ' 
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Peers/f riends 

Perhaps because they spend so much time with them at school, friends 
are often highly significant figures in lives of adolescents, more than in 
cultures where children stop going to school before adolescence. We will 
see in Chapter 7 that for many metalheads their friends are the most reli- 
able and important emotional figures in their lives. This emotional tie 
makes peers significant as socializers, too. If one of the goals of socializa- 
tion is to establish the internalization of impulse control (as part of self- 
regulation), peers can be an antisocialization influence, in that they may 
encourage one another to follow their impulses and violate the norms 
and rules of society. A heavy metal concert of the kind described in 
Chapter 1 is in one sense a collective celebration of their resistance to at- 
tempts by family, school, the legal system, and religion to circumscribe 
their behavior, to tell them what they may do and what they may not do. 
However, peers are not an antisocialization influence in all cultures. In 
cultures with narrow socialization, peers tend to promote the same norms 
and rules as adults.11 

Even in a culture with broad socialization, such as the American major- 
ity culture, peers almost always expect conformity to one another within 
the peer group. As we will see in Chapter 4, metalheads are often highly 
conscious of who is a true metalhead and who is a "poseur," a phony who 
pretends to be a metal devotee but is not a true believer. They apply this 
distinction to heavy metal fans as well as to performers and base it partly 
on conformity to the metalhead style of dress as well as on shared belief 
in the metalhead ideology of alienated individualism. Metalheads, like 
others, tend to prefer as friends people who are similar to themselves in 
various ways, a process known as selective association. In Chapter 4 we 
will see how the similarities that are often the basis for friendships among 
metalheads include not only their common enthusiasm for heavy metal 
music, but also their goals for their lives and their high sensation-seeking 
personalities. 

Schools 

If you were to visit a typical American high school, you would be likely to 
see some students wearing black t-shirts with the logo of a heavy metal 
band. During classes you would find students working independently 
most of the time. During breaks in classes and at lunch you might see stu- 
dents gathering in small groups outdoors, listening to music on a 
portable tape player someone has brought along or listening to their own 
miniature tape players with headphones. Some of these groups are 
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shrouded in cigarette smoke. These kinds of behavior are a reflection of 
the relative leniency of American schools and the broad socialization ap- 
proach that allows a wide arena for self-expression. This is in sharp con- 
trast to the narrow socialization of schools in Japan, for example, where 
children wear uniforms, do most of their work in teacher-led groups, and 
are responsible for serving and cleaning up at lunch.12 

American schools strongly promote students' self-expression and self- 
esteem and impose few demands for conformity and obedience. The re- 
cent trend in American education, in fact, is to make classroom learning 
entirely individualistic, so that the teacher does very little teaching of the 
class as a whole and instead attempts to tailor the curriculum individu- 
ally for each child.13 However, the result of this individualistic approach 
to education is often not creativity and engagement but boredom and 
loneliness, as we shall see in more detail in Chapter 7. 

Community 

Until recently in human history (and even now for much of the world) 
most people grew up in a small community and lived there all their lives. 
Each person would have many members of the family and extended fam- 
ily living in the same household or nearby and would also be familiar with 
many if not all of the other members of the community. Families typically 
had roots in the community extending back many generations. This was a 
social environment highly conducive to narrow socialization, for better 
and for worse. For better, each child would grow up with the security of 
having many people around who knew him well and were concerned with 
his well-being. For worse, the press toward conformity in such a commu- 
nity would be intense, and anyone who resisted would risk social isola- 
tion. The most sensitive and creative souls would be likely to suffer mnost.14 

What happens when the characteristic form of the community changes 
and becomes larger, more diverse, more permeable as people become free 
to move out or move in? We are in the process of finding out. The past 300 
years have witnessed a steady and steep decrease in the proportion of 
communities that fit the profile of the traditional community. In Western 
societies, by now, most cities are too large for people to know most of the 
other people who live there. The membership of the community is con- 
stantly in flux as families move in or out following the parents' occupa- 
tional paths from one part of the country (or the world) to another. 
Extended families living in the same community are increasingly rare, 
and extended families sharing a household are extremely rare. In Chapter 
6 I will offer some examples that indicate how this lack of community co- 
hesion contributes to adolescent alienation. 
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The heavy metal subculture provides a partial substitute for this ab- 
sence of community. Most metalheads proclaim a certain sense of connec- 
tion with other metalheads based on their shared enthusiasm for the mu- 
sic. This shared enthusiasm can also be the basis of establishing new 
friendships for a metalhead who moves into a new school or a new com- 
munity. The analogy should not be carried too far, however. Being part of 
a community of metalheads bears only the weakest resemblance to being 
part of a geographically distinct traditional community. A traditional 
community has authority over its members, authority to reward, coerce, 
and punish. The ties thk exist betwekn individuals in a traditional com- 
munity are stable and usually lifelong. In comparison, ties based on liking 
heavy metal music are superficial and transient, easily dissolved, and the 
authority that metalheads have over one another is limited to acceptance 
as an authentic metalhead or rejection as a fake, a poseur. 

Media 

Cultures vary in the range of media they allow their members to have ac- 
cess to. In cultures with narrow socialization, the range is narrow, and the 
content of media is controlled by government authorities (North Korea 
and Iran are contemporary examples). In the United States and other 
Western societies the range of media offerings is broad, reflecting the 
broad socialization that predominates there. There is a remarkable diver- 
sity of media in these societies. The implication for socialization is that to 
a large extent individuals in these cultures may choose from this buffet of 
media choices the ones that most appeal to them and are most consistent 
with their particular desires and inclinations. This is a kind of self-social- 
ization, in which individuals are free to choose the materials that con- 
tribute to their socialization.15 

Heavy metal music is one of the media options available to adolescents, 
and it is one of the materials some of them use toward their socialization. 
As noted above it is relevant to all three goals of socialization: impulse 
control, preparation for adult roles, and finding sources of meaning. It le- 
gitimizes their resistance to demands for impulse control; however, as we 
shall see in Chapter 5, it also makes it easier for them to control their ag- 
gressive impulses, because for many of them it has the effect of calming 
them down when they are angry. It provides a potential (and highly ide- 
alized) occupational path for boys (and some girls) who envision them- 
selves as future heavy metal stars or as involved in the business end of 
heavy metal. (Their heavy metal dreams will also be described in Chapter 
5.) And it provides a crucial source of meaning for many of-them, helping 
them to make sense of the world around them or at least giving them the 
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comfort of knowing that they are not the only ones who have decided 
that it makes no sense. 

Legal system 

The legal system is part of socialization in the sense that it sets certain 
limits to behavior and in doing so demands a degree of impulse control. 
Although the legal system is not an important part of childhood socializa- 
tion, in adolescence and beyond it may play an important role by demar- 
cating the range of acceptable behavior and establishing the severity of 
punishment for deviating from that range. 

The controversy over whether to place legal restrictions on the distribu- 
tion of heavy metal music is, in pzrt, a debate about socialization, about 
how much adolescents' desires and behavior should be restricted. Few 
critics of the music have suggested banning it outright. Rather, their argu- 
ment has been that the sale of some of the recordings should be restricted 
to people who are above a certain age. The narrow socialization argument 
is that society has a responsibility to restrict children's access to materials 
that may be harmful to their moral and social development. People mak- 
ing this argument would say that many of the songs described in Chapter 
3 are potentially harmful to young people because they contain themes of 
violence, hatred, and despair. According to this view, then, the legal sys- 
tem should put appropriate limits on the materials children and adoles- 
cents may buy and prohibit them from purchasing potentially harmful 
materials when they are away from the eyes of their parents. The broad 
socialization argument is that adolescents have a right to listen to any 
music they choose, no matter what adults might think of it. With the First 
Amendment guarantee of freedom of speech, the American legal system 
declares itself generally in favor of broad socialization in this respect. 

Although socialization is generally broad in European countries, social- 
ization in the legal system in European countries is substantially nar- 
rower than in the United States with regard to issues of freedom of speech 
and freedom of the press. Recently in Europe a youth subculture of neo- 
fascist skinheads has developed, composed mostly of adolescent boys 
and young men. One of the u~ufylng trademarks of this subculture is their 
music, known as "Oi" music. It is characterized by punk-style music and 
lyrics that hurl insults and threats to foreign "guest workers" and immi- 
grants. Sales of Oi music have increased steeply in recent years, with hun- 
dreds of thousands of units sold annually across Europe. 

The government of Germany has had no qualms about banning Oi mu- 
sic. This reflects narrower socialization in the legal system; specifically it 
is an attempt to narrow the range of influences to which people are ex- 
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posed if  the effect of such influences may be to incite hatred and social 
conflict. In the United States, similar attempts to suppress "hate speech" 
and related media have met with greater obstacles in the legal system. 

I The American legal system is inclined toward broader socialization; in 
the trade-off between freedom of expression and maintaining social or- 
der, the American tendency is to accept a certain amount of social disor- 

I der in order to maintain the principle of free speech, whereas to 
Europeans the ideal of freedom of speech is less sacred, and they are will- 
ing to accept certain limits on free speech in an effort to promote social 
stability. 

Cultural belief system 

The cultural belief system is the system of norms and moral standards of 
a society, the ideals and values that set expectations for behavior. The cul- 
tural belief system is not only a source of socialization in its own right, 
but also one that provides the ideological basis for socialization from the 
other sources. 

For an example of how this works in a culture characterized by narrow 
socialization, consider Morocco.16 In that northwest African country the 
cultural belief system is based in the religion of Islam. As in other belief 
systems characterized by narrow socialization, the cultural belief system 
of Islam promotes values such as self-restraint, interdependence, obedi- 
ence to (God's) authority, and conformity to a particular way of thinking 
and behaving.17 With regard to the family, Islamic teachings include the 
belief that the authority of the parents, particularly the father, is para- 
mount and is not to be contradicted. Interdependence is valued over in- 
dependence in the values Moroccan parents teach their children, reflect- 
ing the Islamic emphasis on consideration for others and limiting the 
desires of the self. With regard to school, the public school curriculum in- 
cludes instruction in Islam. The legal system is also influenced by Islamic 
law, particularly with regard to family-related legal issues such as mar- 
riage and divorce. 

In cultures with broad socialization, such as the American majority cul- 
ture, the cultural belief system is one of individualism, and this also has 
pervasive effects on the socialization that takes place from the other 
sources. American parents tend to allow and encourage qualities such as 
independence and creativity, because these are the sorts of characteristics 
that rate highest in a cultural belief system of individualism (and so these 
are the characteristics parents wish their children to have). American 
schools tend to promote the same qualities as American parents, for the 
same reasons. American communities are formed of loosely connected in- 
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dividuals and relatively isolated families, in part because the American 
ideal of individualism includes freedom from the expectations and social 
pressures of one's neighbors. As noted above, the freedoms granted in the 
American media and the American legal system are also rooted in an in- 

i dividualistic cultural belief system. 

The belief system that underlies heavy metal songs also has its roots in 
American individualism. In heavy metal songs, too, the right of the indi- 
vidual to do whatever he or she pleases is enshrined among the highest 
values. Self-fulfillment and self-expression are held high whereas self-re- 
straint and self-denial are scorned as the values of the timid, the dull, and 
the humorless. The heavy metal concert becomes a stage for acting out 
this ideology-by the fans in the audience as well as by the performers on 
stage. It is a spectacle of sensuality and impulse, of pure and uninhibited 
aggression. 

The result, however, is not so much a celebration of life as a declaration 
of alienation and loneliness. Carried to the extreme, the individualism of 
heavy metal fans becomes an active rejection of all social institutions and 
all forms of social restraint. It also becomes a source of their alienation, 
because it gives them nothing stable and reliable to guide them in under- 
standing the world and their places in it. Throughout this book we will 
explore the darker consequences of socializing adolescents according to a 
belief system in which individualism is taken to the extreme of hyperindi- 
vidualism. This will be the particular focus of the final chapter. 

Broad socialization 
and contemporary adolescents 

A culture of hyperindividualism,lg of broad socialization taken to its ex- 
treme, is the culture to which children and adolescents growing up in 
America today are heirs. The benefits of living in such a culture should 
not be underestimated. It opens up a freedom for self-development un- 
precedented in history. More than in any time or any culture in the past, 
individuals may choose and pursue the kind of life they wish to live. 
Barriers of class, race, ethnicity, and gender, though remaining consider- 
able for some, are lower now in Western societies than they have been in 
most times and places of the past. Narrow socialization confers a sense of 
belonging and definite sources of meaning, but it can be stifling and rigid, 
discouraging individuals from attempting anything that may be met with 
social disapproval. With the broad socialization of the contemporary 
West, the full range of each individual's gifts-intellectual, organiza- 
tional, performance, artistic, athletic, musical, personality-is invited ex- 
pression. 
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I 

I The benefits of broad socialization are great, but there is an underside P R O F I L E  
to it, as well. Given this freedom to pursue their own paths and develop 
their own @s, some adolescents thrive, but others find themselves 
dizzied by the multiplicity of options, unable to find any choice worth 
pursuing. Given the freedom to find their own meanings and decide on 
their own beliefs, some adolescents seize the challenge, but others con- 
clude that the world they have found themselves in has little meaning 
and that there is little or nothing in it worth believing in. 

In the lives and words of the metalheads, a considerable amount of dis- Mark was nearly twenty-one years old, but he did not seem that 
old, either in appearance or in how he lived. He was of normal orientation and disiZlusionment is evident, as the following chapters wiU 

illustrate. Some of them are the losers in a system of broad socialization, adult size, maybe even a little heavier than average, but his face 
and they are seriously offtrack with their lives. Others are in fact doing was that of a much younger boy-smooth and hairless, dotted 
reasonably well and are likely to go on to be reasonably successful mem- with acne, braces on his teeth. His light brown hair was nicely 
bers of American society in the love and work of their lives. But even for styled and shoulder-length, and he wore wire-rimmed glasses. 
many of the boys who are doing reasonably well there is an element of There was also a distinct immaturity in his social life, more charac- 
confusion and anxiety in them, of alienation, over modern life. It is this teristic of an early adolescent thirteen- or fourteen-year-old than of a 
alienation to which heavy metal music gives fierce and undiluted expres- person his age. He said he had never had a girlfriend. "Nope. And 
sion. I've never been out on a date. I do things with girls I consider friends. 

But I'm stiU a virgin and I haven't really gone on an official date." 
Would you like to? I asked. "Oh yeah," he said. "I'm just bashful-I 
guess that would be the word for it. I don't know how to approach 
somebody. I don't know how to talk to them. I've just been like that 
all my life. I see someone I'd like to talk to, and just before I get there 
I go-[visibly tenses his body]-and I walk away. But once I've been 
around somebody for some time, I start to feel more comfortable 
with that person, and then I start opening up and talking to them." 

Not only in his relations to girls but in relation to other boys, his 

1 interests seemed characteristic of a younger person. He said he en- 
joyed playing "role-playing games" such as Dungeons and 
Dragons. "One of the games I'm really into now is Apocalypse, 
which is role-playing of the dark future," he said. "It's one of 
those odd ones where everyone runs around with high-powered 
automatic weapons and blows each other away. It's fun." , 

He saw heavy metal music as helping him to release excess en- 
ergy. "I listen to heavy metal when I have a lot of pent-up energy 
to release," he said. "Usually I listen to it just before I go to bed. It 
helps me fall asleep. And I'll read to it. It gets me up in the morn- 
ing, too. I don't get really physically active when I listen to i t  I just 

I sit there, and the music helps release some of the energy." Lis- 
1 tening to heavy metal helped him purge this nervous energy. 
I 
I Slamdancing at concerts helped release a more aggressive form of 
I 
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energy. "It gets rid of a lot of excess violent energy in a very con- 
trolled sort of manner," he said. "Everyone gets in a pit and just 
starts throwing their arms and legs up." 

He also used LSD to relax himself. He described LSD as "my 
drug of choice. I don't like pot, I don't like alcohol. But for me, 
LSD is a nice psychological release. Some people like to go out and 
get drunk on weekends, I like to go out and drop acid on week- 
ends." 

All these unruly emotions in need .of taming and release may 
have had their source partly in a disrupted and unhappy family 
life. His father was an alcoholic, his parents divorced when he was 
two years old, and his mother remarried when he was ten. His re- 
lationships with both his father and stepfather were problematic. 
"I don't see my real dad that often, once every two or three 
months," he said. "One of the main reasons I don't like to go out 
there [to visit] is because he's an alcoholic. And every time I go out 
there, he just gets so drunk. It just makes me so mad sometimes. 
My entire Life, he's been an alcoholic. That's why my mother di- 
vorced him." He visits his father now out of a kind of grim duty, 
"just to keep contact with him. Just to let him know, 'Dad, I'm still 
alive. I'm doing all right.' And then he gets drunk and then I 
leave. Kind of depressing. It's bothered me a lot that I've never 
had an actual father." 

His relationship with his stepfather was, if anything, even 
worse. "Me and him are like black and white," said Mark. "We di- 
ametrically disagree on everything. We sort of rub each other the 
wrong way." Two years ago they had had a terrible fight. 

[What was the fight about?] Something very stupid. I wanted to 
watch a TV program and he didn't want to watch it. And I said, "Mike, 
stop being an asshole. " And he came up and slapped me. Just real hard, 
and it knocked my glasses of my face and cut me right across there. 
And I'm just Iike my,realfather. I have an absolutely bad temper that 
just [snaps hisfingers] like that. And I turned around without even 
thinking and just slugged him right in the face and just jumped on his 
back and started punching him. I broke his knee, I gave him a hairline 
fracture on his skull, and I broke his nose. And he still has not forgiven 
me for that. 

For all his bashfulness, then, there was an undercurrent of sim- 
mering violence running through Mark's life. His emotions were 
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polarized to one extreme or the other, and he recognized this him- 
self. He admitted to a disturbing lack of self-regulation: "I'm usu- 
ally an easygoing, nice, mellow kind of guy" he said. "But when 
[something] really, really bothers me, my temper just goes [snaps 
his fingers] like that, and I literally lose control. There's no in-be- 
tween point." 

Also reflecting this polarization of emotion, he could say this about 
his stepfather later in the interview, the stepfather he had assaulted. 

[My mother] couldn't have got a better man than Mike. They're great 
for each other. [Even though you and he don't get along?] Well, 
he2 a very wonderful man. He's v e y  good. He just has dzferent beliefs 
than I do, and that's why we clashed. He believes I should be doing one 
thing when I don't believe I should. But as far as being a nice person 
goes, and asfar as being caring and loving, yeah, he's really nice. 

This polarization of emotion was reflected in a peculiar way in 
Mark's tastes for heavy metal. He liked mainstream metal bands like 
Iron Maiden, but he also liked the hardest and harshest variety of 
heavy metal, the so-called "death metal" genre, where the songs typ- 
ically describe the most brutal violence in the most gruesome detail. 
And he considered these songs not only angry and violent but hu- 
morous. Of course, his claim that he found them humorous may have 
been a way of underplaying his fascination with the songs. He re- 
cited the lyrics of a song by Rigor Mortis with peculiar absorption, 
but at the same time he seemed embarrassed to admit that he liked it. 

I just bought a CD by Rigor Mortis. I can'tfigure out ifthe band takes 
themselves seriously or not. I certainly hope they do not. It's pretty 
gross. There's a song there called "Bodily Dismemberment," and I 
think it's kind offunny. The song starts out, "Welcome to my room, 
my dear, and I'll show you a good time. Too bad you didn't know my 
fetish is a crime. No need to worry, bitch, just lay there and relax. And 
as you reach your climax I'll be reaching for my ax." The whole album 
is like this. I think it'sfunny. I can't believe [they're serious]. Ifthey 
take themselves seriously, I think that's rather sad. 

Mark was a complex young man, childlike and yet prone to vio- 
lence. Did his interest in h e a ~ y  metal promote his tendency to vio- 
lence? The most direct answer would be a flat no, because he 
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stated himself that he uses it to expel excess energy, including 
(through slamdancing) violent energy. At the same time, however, 
one might also wonder if, in his assault on his stepfather, he was 
in some sense imagining himself as a character in one of the vio- 
lent songs he liked so much, or perhaps as one of the mystical he- 
roes of one of his role-playing games. In any case it is worth not- 
ing that although he liked the darkest and most violent form of 
heavy metal music, he was quite idealistic in his goals for his life. 

[What do you see yourself doing in ten years?] Getting my Ph.D. 
in marine biology and going to work for Greenpeace, or going into 
work in a marine wildlife preserve, or a place like Sea World or an 
aquarium. Just someplace where I could work with sea animals. I am 
definitely going to get a Ph.D. in marine biology. That is my life's 
goal. . . . I'm scared for the environment right now, that people are just 
like, "Oh, well, I'll be dead by the time it gets too bad." What about 
your children? What about their children? 

Summary profile: Mark 
Age: 20 
Race: White 
Educafion: high school graduate 
Current occupafion: busboy 
Father's occupation: chemical engineer 
Mother's occt~patiolz: insurance claims adjuster 
Family background: parents divorced when he was two years old, father is alco- 

holic, ambivalent relationship with stepfather 
Sperzt most of childhood in: Atlanta 
Nulnber ofheavy metal recordings owned: about 40 
Favorite heavy metal grot~ps: Iron Maiden, Stormtroopers of Death, Rigor Mortis 
Goals in ten years: marine biologist, work for Greenpeace 
Politicnl orieiztation: liberal Democrat 
Religious orientatiofz: believes God exists, but no particular theology 
Hobbies/leis~lre preferences: "role-playing games," for example, Dungeons and 

Dragons 
Three people most admired: friend Eric, members of Greenpeace, Martin Luther 

King Jr. 
Number of times in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: 2-5 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 6-10 
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Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: >50 
Had sex without contraception: 0 
Had sex with someone not known well: 0 
Used marijuana: 2-5 
Used cocaine: 0 
Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: >10 
Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 0 
Shoplifted: 6-10 



What Is This Thing 
Called Heavy Metal? 

Technology is ideology. 

-Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death 

[Art involves the] imitation of an action, [which arouses1 pity and fear [and 
then] gects the proper purgation of these emotions. . . . But to prock~ce this effect 
by the mere spectacle, and dependent on extraneous aids, is a less artistic method. 

-Aristotle, Poetics 

Our whole world is living through a cenfu y of spiritual illness, which could not 
but give rise to a similar ubiquitous illness in art. 

-Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, twentieth-century Russian novelist 

In order to understand metalheads and the heavy metal subculture, some fa- 
miliarity with heavy metal songs is essential. In this chapter I provide a brief 
history of the genre, describe typical characteristics of the songs, and present 
numerous lyrical examples. Let me say from the outset, however, that to get 
the full effect of heavy metal music you have to listen to it, not just read a de- 
scription of it. In particular, you have to listen to it in a live setting, at its 
loudest and most cacophonic, with metalheads banging their heads, purnp- 
ing their fists, and slamdancing all around you. For those of you who cannot 
quite imagine yourselves undertaking such an enterprise, this chapter will 
at least give you a general idea of the characteristics of heavy metal songs. 

Before beginning I should make it clear what kinds of songs I am defin- 
ing as heavy metal, because there is much debate among metalheads as to 
which songs and groups do and do not quahfy. For those who define the 
term strictly, heavy metal includes only bands that have a harsh, dark 
sound and perform songs mainly with themes of alienation and anger. 
For those who define the term more loosely, heavy metal includes not 
only these bands but also bands that have a brighter, lighter sound and 
whose songs concern mainly boy-girl and hedonistic themes--sex, angry 
love, lost love, desired love, partying, and more sex. For the purposes of 
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this book, I define the term more strictly (for reasons I describe below), 
and bands with lighter music and lyrical themes are considered not heavy 
metal but hard rock.' 

Origins 

In recounting the history of heavy metal, one could begin as recently as the 
early 1980s or as far back as the invention of the electric guitar. It was not 
until the early 1980s that heavy metal became a distinctive form, clearly dif- 
ferent from hard rock; but the line leading to that development begins with 
the invention of amplified musical sound, in particular the invention of the 
electric guitar about seventy years ago. It may be worthwhile to take a brief 
tour of technological developments in popular music from the invention of 
the electric guitar to the present. Heavy metal music is a highly technologi- 
cal musical form. It would not exist if the technological basis for it had not 
developed, so the history of heavy metal music is to a large extent a history 
of the applications of modern electronic technology to popular music. 

The electric guitar was first invented in the 1920s. Prior to this time the 
sound of the guitar was relatively mild. Not much volume can be 
achieved by the unamplified guitar, especially when it is played in indi- 
vidual notes rather than chords. Pianos, trumpets, and saxophones could 
easily dominate the guitar when the instruments were played together. 
But the increase in volume and power that came with electrification virtu- 
ally transformed the guitar into a new instrument. Electrification allowed 
the guitar to be heard above the din of the other instruments, even to 
dominate them as a lead instrument. 

In addition, electrification made possible new sounds on the guitar, 
sustained and distorted sounds, which opened the way to new musical 
forms. First a new blues arose in the 1930s and 1940s-derived from the 
early blues dating from about 19122 but changed by the new technol- 
ogy-then, in the 1950s, rock and roll. As further technology developed, 
rock music developed along with it, taking advantage of each advance in 
technology. In the early 1960s came the amplified bass guitar.3 The bass 
guitar is the four-string, low-pitched, rhythm-keeping guitar heard in 
most blues, pop, rock, and heavy metal songs. In the early 1960s technol- 
ogy was developed that made it possible to ampllfy the bass guitar sound 
enormously and the result revolutionized popular music. Above all the 
electrified bass guitar was an advance in power: The bass guitar is a 
thumping, pounding sound, at least as it is played in rock and heavy 
metal. It infiltrates and vibrates the ribcage when played at top volume. It 
can be an awesome, dark sound, like the low growl of an enormous, men- 
acing beast. This sound was crucial to the development of rock music in 
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960s and 1970s, and it became a fundamental part of heavy metal 

depiction of what it is like to experience the effects of the hallu- 

new genre was distind from rock music not only musically but in its 
themes. Although heavy metal shared with rock music an antiauthor- 

~ t y  stance, the emphasis on love found in rock music-love not only of the 
man-woman variety but love as the answer to society's ailments-was miss- 
ing from heavy metal. In its place was a fascination with evil, with the dark 
side of the human heart and of human experience. Why this change? 
Sociological and psychological explanations are possible, and I will be pro- 
viding some in the course of this book, but part of the explanation may also 
be musical. even commercial. If most other bands were doing sex, love, 

j' peace, brotkahood, and so on, one way to be original was to t&n that for- 
! mula on its head and do alienation, menace, destruction, and nihilism. The 

aeative possibilities of the new musical technologies almost invited this de- 
velopment. Technology is ideology, as Neil Postman has observed.6 That 
pounding bass guitar could be used to create a sense of chaos and doom, that 
e l d c  guitar-and the new effects gadgets being developed for it, such as 
fuzz boxes that could increase the distortion of the sound-could be made to 
saeech and wail. Emphasizing these possibilities could also get you noticed 
as a band, because it could make you sound different, novel. Whether the 
bands calculated it that way or not, there was a commercial niche there wait- 
ing to be filled. Throughout the 1970s groups such as Led Zeppelin, Black 
Sabbath, and Judas Priest had much lucrative success as heavy metal bands. 

In the 1980s and into the 1990s new heavy metal bands came along, and 
new technologies made the heavy metal sound still darker, fiercer, more 
abrasive. Iron Maiden produced songs that were often broodingly intro- 
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spective as well as songs based on myths and legends. Metallica and 
Megadeth developed a startlingly dark and energetic sound, and they 
used it to convey gloomy lyrical themes of religious and political hy- 
pocrisy, alienation, and existential emptiness. Slayer gained a following 
with songs of chaos and violence, the lyrics almost growled or snarled 
rather than sung. A new term, "speed" or "thrash" metal, was coined to 
include the heavy metal subgenre of Metallica, Megadeth, Slayer, and 
othx bands whose sound was distinctly more aggressive than even other 
heavy metal groups and whose lyrical themes were relentlessly pes- 
simistic and angry. An even more ex&eme genre began to develop, called . 
"death metal" for its almost exclusive focus on songs of violence and 
death. Thus heavy metal in its current incarnation includes what we 
might call "mainstream metal," with groups such as Iron Maiden, Judas 
Priest, and Ozzy Ozbourne, speed/thrash metal groups such as Me- 
tallica, Megadeth, Slayer, and Anthrax, and death metal groups such as 
Rigor Mortis and Post Mortem who have a small but zealous following. 

Metal themes, musical and lyrical: 
A song analysis 

What are heavy metal songs about, lyrically? What do they sound like, 
musically? To answer these questions in a systematic way, I analyzed 115 
heavy metal songs from albums released between 1988 and 1992. I chose 
six heavy metal bands and analyzed all songs on two albums from each 
of the six bands. In selecting the six bands I chose three of the most popu- 
lar mainstream metal bands (Judas Priest, Iron Maiden, and Ozzy 
Ozboume) and three of the most popular speed/thrash metal bands 
(Metallica, Megadeth, and Slayer). I wanted to have both mainstream 
metal and speed/thrash metal represented in the analysis, because (as we 
shall see) the two strains are somewhat different lyrically and musically7 

There are several justifications for excluding the hard rock groups from 
the song analysis and from the study. First, I consider hard rock to be 
much different from heavy metal, musically and lyrically. Musically, al- 
though both heavy metal and hard rock songs emphasize simple chord 
progressions, a pounding beat, a highly distorted guitar sound, and gui- 
tar solos in most songs, it is obvious even without a song analysis that 
hard rock songs are much more likely to be in a major key than heavy 
metal songs. This reflects and emphasizes a difference in lyrical themes, 
with hard rock lyrics focusing on the hedonistic themes described above, 
whereas the lyrics of heavy metal songs are generally much more serious 
and pessimistic. Second, the focus of the study and of the book is on ado- 
lescent alienation, and themes suggesting alienation are prevalent in 
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heavy metal songs but rare in hard rock songs. Third, although there are 
frequent debates among heavy metal fans as to which groups are "really" 
heavy metal, there would be little argument about any of the groups I 
have included here. The arguments generally center around hard rock 
groups such as Poison, Miitley Crue, and Guns N' Roses, and I think this 
reflects the fact that their lyrics and music are different from those of 
groups like Metallica and Judas Priest. 

Anyone performing a song analysis (or reading about one) would be 
well advised to keep in mind that any song is open to multiple interpreta- 
tions. The analysis here is not presented as the only possible result, but 
simply as a useful overview of the general characteristics of the songs, as 
background for the chapters that follow. However, it should also be rec- 
ognized that the interpretations included here are not arbitrary and that 
the range of interpretations is not limitless. Heavy metal fans are united 
into a coherent subculture precisely because they share certain interpreta- 
tions of the meaning of the songs. They have in common that the songs 
express for them the ideology of alienation that most of them share to one 
degree or another. 

I analyzed the songs in three ways. First and most simply, I deter- 
mined whether the song was performed in a minor key, a major key, or 
parts of each. The minor/major distinction is crucial to the general 
mood conveyed by a song. Minor keys are keys of dark moods and 
ideas: anger, sadness, fear, anxiety, betrayal, alienation, bitterness. It is 
difficult to convey anything but a negative mood when using a minor 
key. Major keys, in contrast, usually convey brighter moods and ideas: 
happiness, pleasure, humor, playfulness, exuberance. The range of 
moods and ideas that can be depicted by major keys is wider than the 
range for minor keys; major keys sometimes convey sadness, 
poignancy, anger, wistfulness, and other darker emotions and experi- 
ences. Minor keys, however, are rarely used successfully to depict what 
is light and bright. 

The second way I analyzed the songs was according to the specific 
mood of the song. This was based on the lyrics as well as on the music. I 
used four specific mood categories: (1) anger (including aggression and 
defiance); (2) sadness/hopelessness; (3) fear (a song that threatens the lis- 
tener or in which the main character in the song is being menaced); and 
(4) positive emotion (of any kind). Usually the music reinforces the theme 
of the lyrics, but not always. For example, the Iron Maiden song "Can I 
Play with Madness?" might seem, by its title and its lyrics, to be a song 
about fear or anxiety. Actually, however, it is a bouncy, cheerful song be- 
cause of the music, which is played in a major key with a lively beat and 
includes vocal harmonies--qualities unusual in a heavy metal song-and 
so it was rated as depicting "positive emotion." More often, however, the 
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key choice (major/minor), musical style, and lyrical themes combine in a 
consistent way to deliver an integrated impression to the listener. 

The third element of the analysis considers lyrical theme.8 I devised ten 
categories on the basis of claims about the content of heavy metal songs 
made by critics and apologists, as well as on the basis of my own familiar- 
ity with heavy metal songs. Lyrical themes for a particular song some- 
times applied to more than one category, so there were 161 category as- 
signments made for the 115 songs in the analysis.9 In looking at the results 
of this analysis, let's move from the specific to the general, taking first the 
lyrical themes of the songs, then the specific moods, then the keys. 

I Songs of Drug and Alcohol Use 

The frequencies of lyrical themes in the various categories are shown in 
Table 3.1. The category in which the least number of songs were classified 
was the category for substance use, that is, drug and alcohol use, which 

I applied to only one song. I included this category because heavy metal 
music has been accused of promoting drug and alcohol use,lO but there 
was no evidence in this analysis to support that accusation. In fact, the 
only one of the 115 songs concerning drugs or alcohol, Ozzy Ozbourne's 
"Demon Alcohol," is, if anything, an anti-alcohol song. Here is an excerpt: 

1'11 watch you lose control 
Consume your very soul 
I'll introduce myself today 
I'm the demon alcohol. 

TABLE 3.1 General Characteristics of Heavy Metal Songs 

Lyrical Theme Mood (frequency) Key Pequency) 

Substance use 1 Anger 57 (50%) Minor 96 (83%) 
Hatred 13 Sadness 31 (27Y0) Major 10 (9%) 
Violence 40 Fear 10 (9%) Both 9 (8%) 
Angst 35 Positive 17 (15%) 
Protest 21 
Satan 8 
Myths/legends 14 
Sex 8 
Love 7 
Heavy metal life 10 

I 
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The "Demon Alcohol" in the song, speaking in the first person, is trying 
to lure the listener into intoxication, with the clear suggestion (and im- 
plied warning) that succumbing to this lure will lead to the listener's ruin. 

Songs of Hatred and Violence 

Heavy metal music has been said by its critics to be characterized by 
songs of hatred and violence.1' In this analysis both appear as themes in 
many of the songs (hatred in thirteen songs and violence in forty). For 
songs of hatred, the nature of the hatred expressed differs depending on 
the band. The hatred in many of Slayer's songs is general, in the sense 
that it does not seem to be directed at anyone in particular. In songs by 
other bands the hatred is often what we might call a principled hatred, a 
hatred directed toward people who are depicted in the song as being ve- 
nal or oppressive, well worthy of the hatred being directed toward them. 
For example, both Iron Maiden and Ozzy Ozboune have songs directing 
hatred toward hypocritical religious figures, and Megadeth has a notori- 
ous song ("Hook in Mouth," highly popular among metalheads) that at- 
tacks the Parents' Music Resource Center (PMRC) for its attempts to label 
some popular music recordings (especially heavy metal recordings) as 
unsuitable for tender ears. It includes this lyric: 

YOU say you've got the answers, well who asked you 
anyway? 

. . . Freedom, it means nothing to me 
As long as there's a P.M.R.C. 

The lyrics imply that the hatred is in defense of freedom of expression, 
which makes it justified, even virtuous. 

Violence was a theme in forty songs, making it the most common 
theme in the analysis. The music of heavy'metal is inherently well suited 
to expressions of violence; the rough, distorted guitar sound, the rum- 
bling bass guitar, and the pounding drums would not be effective in con- 
veying gentleness or compassion but are exceptionally effective in por- 
traying chaos, death, war, destruction, and other violent themes. This 
does not mean that all of the songs about violence celebrate or advocate 
violence. Most of the songs of war, for example, could be called antiwar 
songs. Megadeth's "Architecture of Aggression" contains this lyric: 

Great nations builtfiom the bones of the dead 
With mud and straw, blood and sweat 
You know your worth when your enemies 
Praise your architecture of aggression. 
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A song by Metallica entitled "One," which several of the boys in the 
study cited as their favorite heavy metal song, tells in the first person the 
story of a man who has been permanently wounded and traumatized by 
war: 

Now the world is gone I'm just one 
Oh God, help me hold my breath as I wish for death . . . 
Landmine 
Has taken my sight . . . . 
Taken my arms 
Taken my legs 
Taken my soul 
Left me with life in hell. 

In other heavy metal songs, however, violence is depicted in quite a dif- 
ferent manner, with something Like enjoyment, even zeal. The violence is 
most fierce and chilling in Slayer's songs. Two of their songs in the analy- 
sis involved violence toward women, and they provide prime examples 
of how heavy metal music has gained a reputation in some quarters as be- 
ing disturbing, even evil music. Take this lyrical excerpt from their song 
"Kill Again": 

Trapped in mortal solitude 
Lift the gleaming blade 
Slice herflesh to shreds 
Watch the blood flowpee . . . 
No apparent motive 
Just kill and kill again 
Survive my brutal thrashing 
I'll hunt you till the end. 

The music that accompanies these lyrics is every bit as violent as the 
lyrics themselves. Nor is Slayer the only heavy metal band in the analysis 
with violent songs of this kind. Judas Priest has a song called "Night 
Crawler": 

Straight out of hell 
One of a kind 
Stalking his victim 
Don't look behind you . . . 
Death comes in an instant 
As they hoped i f  would 
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Souls ascend to heaven 
Where they feast onflesh and blood. 

An Ozzy Ozbourne song called "Bloodbath in Paradise" depicts the 
murders committed by Charles Manson and his followers in the late 
1960s: 

They'll summon you 
To wakefrom the dead as you lie bleeding 
Murdered in your bed 
The sweetest dreams are all in your mind 
But no one wakes when Charlie creeps behind . . 
Can you hear them in the darkness 
Helter skelter, spiral madness, yeah 
Bloodbath in paradise. 

There can be little question, then, that violence is prominent in heavy 
metal songs and that it is sometimes violence of the most brutal kind. Of 
course, it should be noted here (as we shall see in more detail in Chapter 
5) that listening to violent songs does not provoke most metalheads to vi- 
olence but rather has the effect of purging their anger harmlessly. Still, it 
cannot be ruled out that the violence of the songs acts as an inspiration to 
actual violence in certain individuals. Millions of young people Listen to 
these songs, and the uses they make of them are likely to be diverse. 

Suicide is another violent theme that has received much attention by 
critics of heavy metal, some of whom assert that some heavy metal songs 
encourage suicide and that performers should be held responsible. In the 
mid-1980s Ozzy Ozbourne's "Suicide Solution" was featured promi- 
nently in congressional hearings on whether some popular music record- 
ings should have warning labels or "Parental Advisory" stickers.12 For 
years Judas Priest was mired in a lawsuit in which the parents of a boy 
who attempted suicide contended that the band was to blame because of 
alleged subliminal messages advocating suicide in its songs, which the 
boy listened to often. Here only one of the 115 songs analyzed concerned 
suicide, a song by Megadeth called "Skin o' My Teeth: 

I had wrists donning slits 
Flowing constantly. . . 
My bloodflows through the streets 
Deluge from the wounds 
Empty jars of sleeping pills 
On the dresser in my room. 
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This song is a far more explicit depiction of suicide than is found in the 
Ozzy Ozbourne song or the Judas Priest songs that have generated so 
much controversy. Yet it has not received much attention from heavy 
metal critics, perhaps because Megadeth is not as well known (or notori- 
ous) as Ozzy and because there has been no lawsuit involving the song 
(as there was for Judas Priest). 

Songs of Angst and Protest 

A second common theme in heavy metal songs, nearly as common as the 
theme of violence, was angst.13 This category includes songs portraying 
loneliness, existential struggles for meadng, and mental distress and dis- 
integration. Thirty-five of the 115 songs were classified into this category. 
As with violence, the nature of heavy metal music makes angst almost in- 
evitable as a common lyrical theme. The sounds that define the genre of 
heavy metal, musically, lend themselves readily to the expression of 
themes of angst; the writers and performers of heavy metal exploit this 
musical potential, which is inevitably reflected in the lyrics as well. Some 
lyrical examples: 

Loneliness: Megadeth's ''In My Darkest Hour" 

In my hour of need 
Ha, you're not there 
And though I reached out for you 
You wouldn't lend a hand. . . 
It feels so cold, very cold 
No one caresfor me. 

Existential struggles: Iron Maiden's "Infinite Dreams" 

Help me. Help me tofind my true 
Self without seeing thefuture . . . 
There's got to beyust more to it 
Than this 
Or tell me why do we exist? 

Mental distress and disintegration: Slayer's "Dead Skin Mask" 

Dance with the dead in my dreams 
Listen to their hollowed screams 
The dead have taken my soul 
Temptation's lost all control . . . 
In the depths of a mind insane 
r n u t C n r l r  nutJ uonl;fr, nvo tku cnmu 
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The third most common theme in the songs, after violence and angst, 
was the protest theme. This is a diverse category that includes songs at- 
tacking corruption in the institutions of politics, religion, or the legal sys- 
tem, songs deploring the destruction of the environment, and songs de- 
claring a general defiance against forces that might try to restrict or 
repress individuals. Slayer's "Blood Red" attacks ominous political fig- 
ures who are "seizing all civil liberties." Iron Maiden ridicules greedy tel- 
evangelists in "Be Quick or Be Dead." Metallica rages about "Halls of jus- 
tice painted green/ Money talking" in "And Justice for All." Megadeth 
deplores the killing of endangered species in "Countdown to Extinction." 
Metallica's "Eye of the Beholder" warns against unnamed enemies who 
seek to "Limit your imagination/ Keep you where they must." 

All of the songs in this category take something that is presented by 
some social institution or organization as true, as real, and exposes it as 
being false, a lie. These songs are related to songs in the angst category 
described above. Like the angst songs, these songs depict a turning away 
from society, a profound alienation from the adult world. The difference 
is that in the angst songs the alienation is on a more personal level, 
whereas the protest songs portray alienation from social institutions (po- 
litical, religious, legal, and so on) rather than from individuals. In this re- 
spect these songs are a revival of the tradition of rock protest songs from 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, which also deplored institutional evil and 
hypocrisy. There is, however, a crucial difference. Although the protest 
songs of the 1960s deplored the state of the world, typically they also car- 
ried the hope and promise that things could and would be different in the 
future, that in fact the world was on the threshold of a new, utopian era of 
peace, harmony, and brotherhood: 

We can change the world 
Rearrange the world. 

The words of this Crosby, Stills, and Nash song from the late 1960s seem 
quaint next to the view of the world according to heavy metal. In heavy 
metal songs there is no such optimism about the bright promise of tomor- 
row. The world is grim and bleak, the powers-that-be are utterly cor- 
rupt-and there is no prospect that things will ever be any different. 

Songs of Satan and the Supernatural 

Another of the charges against heavy metal music is that it promotes sa- 
tanism.14 Of the songs considered here, eight had themes involving Satan. 
Six were by Slayer, two by Iron Maiden. Do these songs promote satanism 

, in any sense, or are they simply about Satan? The songs by Iron Maiden 
have a mystical, mythical, storylike quality to them. Both songs appear on 
*L.-.T.,-- n,f-:A-- c- L7- c-a- - I - -  P ~ 1 -  P--- - -1.. - -11 - <  .l 
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concern the myth described in the title, in which the seventh son born to a 
seventh son is invested with supernatural powers. These are evidently 
powers for goodness, for healing. In the song "Moonchild" Satan ap- 
pears, evidently trying to convince the mother to kill her supernaturally 
gdted child in his cradle: 

I am the bornless one 
The fallen angel watching you . . . 
Don't you dare try to save your son 
Kill him now and save the young ones 
Be the mother of a birth strangled babe 
Be the devil's own, Lucifer's my name. 

The Iron Maiden songs, then, seem to be about Satan rather than a glorifi- 
cation of Satan. The attitude expressed toward Satan is negative or am- 
biguous. The six songs by Slayer are of a much different order. These are 
the kinds of songs that have alarmed the critics of heavy metal music, 
songs that are violent and brutal, songs that seem to beckon the listener to 
evil. Here are two examples. 

From "Temptation": 

Have you ever danced with the devil 
Has temptation ever summoned you 
Ever pmned your name in blood . 

Let possession slowly swallow you. 

From "At Dawn They Sleep": 

Bloodsucking creatures of the night . . . 
Lock their jaws into your veins 
Satanic soldiers strike their prey 
Leaving corpses waiting for the change. 

Do such songs promote satanism? This is difficult to say. Defenders of 
Slayer might reply that they, like Iron Maiden, are simply telling a story. 
As we will see in Chapter 7, most metalheads see the question this way. 
Again, however. it is important to emphasize the diversity of listeners' 
potential reactions to and uses of the songs. It is possible that certain met- 
alheads may take it as something more serious than mere storybook fan- 
tasy. 

Satan is not the only supernatural figure who appears in heavy metal 
songs. Fourteen of the songs in the analysis involved legends or myths, 
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that is, figures with supernatural powers (other than Satan). Six of these 
songs were on the Iron Maiden album described above, where most of the 
songs concern the experiences of the legendary "Seventh Son of a Seventh 
Son." Four of Judas Priest's songs were in this category. This excerpt from 
"Painkiller" is representative: 

Faster than a bullet 
Terrzjijing scream 
Enraged andfill of anger 
He's half man and half machine. . . 
He is the Painkiller. 

Except for the songs by Iron Maiden, many of the mythical figures in the 
songs in this category have the aggressive, menacing qualities of the 
"Painkiller" in this song. 

Songs of Sex, Love (Sort of), and the Heavy Metal ~ i f e  

There are also heavy metal songs in which the themes are of the more tra- 
ditional rock song variety: sex, love, and the life of a pop music star. 
These are not common topics in heavy metal songs-there were only 
eight songs on sex, seven on love, and ten on the heavy metal/pop star 
life out of the 115 songs in the analysis (see Table 3.1). Furthermore, these 
songs tend to be performed by the mainstream metal bands and not by 
the speed/thrash metal bands. Of the twenty-five songs in these three cat- 
egories combined, only three were performed by a speed/thrash metal 
band. This is a reflection of mainstream metal being closer to hard rock, 
lyrically and musically, than speed/thrash metal is. 

However, heavy metal songs on sex and love are of a different nature 
than rock songs on these topics. Befitting the darker, gloomier, more ag- 
gressive quality of the heavy metal genre, even heavy metal songs on sex 
and love are dark, gloomy, and aggressive. Of the eight songs on sex, one 
involves child molestation (Ozzy Ozbourne's "Mr. Tinkertrain"), one in- 
volves prostitution (Judas Priest's "Love Zone"), one involves sado- 
masochism Uudas Priest's "Love You to Death"), and one involves 
neaophilia (Slayer's "Necrophiliac"). In none of the eight songs is sex un- 
tainted by some dark emotion: fear, contempt, pain. Similarly, all six 
songs on love express emotions of sadness or anger. 

Songs onethe heavy metal life bear a stronger resemblance to rock 
songs, in particular to rock songs celebrating the music and life of a pop 
star. Most of these songs (eight of ten) were by Judas Priest in this analy- 
sis. Unlike nearly all other heavy metal songs, songs in this category are 
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Tattoos are common among heavy metal fans and often 
have the same dark themes as heavy metal songs. (Photo by 
Nick Romanenko) 

light, frivolous, fluffy. They are also celebratory. declaring how wonderful 
heavy metal music is and how much fun it is to be a heavy metal star. 
Take the Judas Priest song "Heavy Metal": 

When the power chords come crashing down 
Go tearing through my senses 
It's for the strong, not for the weak 
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In light and dark dimension 
It stimulates, regenerates 
It's therapeu tic feeling 
It li>s our feet up oflthe ground 
And blasts us through the ceiling 
Heay metal. 

It is ironic that, as this analysis indicates, almost all heavy metal 
songs are pessimistic and negative, yet heavy metal songs about heavy 
metal are exuberant, almost joyful. As we shall see in Chapter 5, the ex- 
planation of this paradox is that the angry, unhappy heavy metal songs 
have the effect of purging angry, unhappy emotions in their metalhead 
listeners, "stimulating and regenerating" them in the way Judas Priest 
describes. 

Moods and keys 

Given that the most common lyrical themes in heavy metal songs are vi- 
olence and angst, it will come as no surprise that the mood of heavy 
metal songs tends heavily in the direction of anger and sadness. Table 
3.1 shows the frequencies for each of the four mood categories. In ana- 
lyzing the mood of the songs, I sought to take into account both music 
and lyrics in order to assess the overall mood impression made by the 
song. Unlike the ratings of lyrical themes, for which a single song could 
be rated in more than one category, only one mood category was as- 
signed to each song. As I noted above, for most songs the mood ex- 
pressed by the music reinforced rather than contradicted the mood ex- 
pressed in the lyrics. 

Anger was the mood most commonly expressed in the songs. One-half 
of the 115 songs were rated as having anger as the dominant mood. 
Sadness was the mood found in 27 percent of the songs, making it the sec- 
ond most common mood. Nine percent of the songs had fear as the domi- 
nant mood. A positive emotion of any kind was characteristic of 15 per- 
cent of the songs. If you take anger, sadness, and fear together as negative 
emotions, then a negative emotion predominated in 85 percent of the 
songs, whereas a positive emotion was expressed in just 15 percent. Even 
the minority of songs depicting positive emotion were often "positive" in 
a twisted way. For example, in "Mr. Tinkertrain" Ozzy Ozbourne is ex- 
pressing joy at the prospect of committing pedophilia, and in "Love You 
to Death" Judas Priest is cheerily describing an episode of sadomasochis- 
tic sex. 
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As expected the songs were generally played in a minor key (see Table ualifies as art on this criterion. As this chapter has shown, most 
3.1). This was true of 83 percent of the songs. Nine percent of the songs 
were played in a major key, and 8 percent went from major to minor or 
vice-versa in the course of the song. The predominance of minor keys in 
the songs matches the predominance (85 percent) of the moods of anger, 
sadness, and fear. As noted earlier, minor keys are well suited to express- aps the best way to characterize heavy metal music is as vulgar 
ing such moods. 

In sum, a deep sense of alienation is expressed in heavy metal songs. 
Lyrical themes overwhelmingly portray the world as a dangerous, cor- 
rupt, despoiled place, where no one can be trusted and where violence is 
a constant presence. The moods and keys of the songs reinforce the sense 
of alienation conveyed in the lyrics. Almost always the mood is grim- contrary, heavy metal deliberately seeks to be uncultured, unrefined, 
anger, sadness, or fear-and the key is minor. Although there is some 
variation in the characteristics of the songs, the overriding sense of alien- adjectives are not insults but praise. To performers and metalheads the 
ation is present in nearly all of them. vulgarity of heavy metal represents originality, energy, honesty, and in- 

tegrity.19 This same vulgarity may be seen by most of the rest of society as 
incoherence, indiscipline, venality, and confusion. However, according to 

But is it art? heavy metal fans and performers, these characteristics in heavy metal 
Heavy metal performers like to speak of themselves as "artists," and their songs only reflect with unflinching honesty the state of the disintegrating 
apologists like to defend them as such.15 In particular, heavy metal per- world around them. 
formers, fans, and apologists defend the excesses of heavy metal, and the And why should heavy metal music be measured against classical defi- 
offenses it presents to the sensibilities of the rest of society, as being part nitions of art in any case, when such definitions are no longer widely em- 
and parcel of artistic expression. Naturally (this argument goes), "re braced in the postmodern world of the arts? The development of popular 
spectable" society finds heavy metal art offensive, but this is neither new music toward portraying angst and nihilism only parallels similar devel- 
nor surprising. Did not their counterparts in the late nineteenth century opments in painting, sculpture, orchestral music, and other arts in the 
condemn the paintings of the Impressionists in the same tones and, in the twentieth century. Ozzy Ozbourne is cultural kin to Andy Warhol and 
early twentieth century, the literature of James Joyce? John Cage. In the late twentieth century, art is not something that elevates 

Now that we have taken a look at the characteristics of heavy metal and edifies but a mirror of the disorder and soullessness of modern life, a 
songs, let's examine briefly the qualifications of heavy metal music as art. 
Crucial to this evaluation, of course, is how one defines art, in general 
terms. Heavy metal's defenders are right that art has often violated cul- 
tural and social boundaries, extending those boundaries in new and un- metal has reformulated the audaciousness and excesses of rock for the 
expected directions. If this is the only criterion one uses to define art, then 1980s and 1990s now that rock has become tamed and respectable. The 
heavy metal is indeed art; so is running naked down the middle of a fierce challenge to social order and authority presented by rock in the 
crowded street, which also violates established social norms in most 1960s and 1970s sent the boundaries of social acceptability into a hasty re- 
places. In most conceptions of art, there is more to it than this. treat, and that retreat eventually extended those boundaries until rock it- 

Another criterion for art in the classical, traditional sense is that it rep- self was incorporated and no longer presented a threat to social order.20 
resents certain essential truths about the human condition. The audience, Emblematic of this, the Rolling Stones, who seemed so outrageous and of- 
witnessing these representations on stage or in song or in other forms, is fensive to respectable society in the 1960s and 1970s, who personified the 
edified, deepened, and (paradoxically) consoled by sharing the experi- sneering iconoclasm of rock, by the 1980s were touring with multina- 
ence of acknowledging human suffering, limitation, vanity, and mortality. tional corporations as their sponsors. They had become tame paragons of 
This is art, in the Aristotelian sense.16 Perhaps surprisingly, heavy metal acceptable pop culture. 
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P R O F I L E  
Heavy metal came forth in part as a response to rock's new docility. 

Heavy metal performers made their performances and their songs outra- 
geous enough to violate even the new, expanded boundaries of social ac- 
ceptability. Increasingly sophisticated sound technology gave them the 
weapons they needed to create a new sound of unprecedented fierceness 
to accompany their fierce, defiant, angry ideology. And the adolescents of 
the world Listened, and responded, by the millions. 

Brian was as clean-cut and wholesome-looking as you could imag- 
ine. No "metalhead" look for him; he wore a plain blue t-shirt, 
white shorts, and athletic shoes. He had nicely groomed black hair 
and distinctly rosy cheeks. He was likable and articulate, self-pos- 
sessed and mature. He looked like, and was, the kind of kid who 
might collect baseball cards and be a member of the Spanish Club 
at school (see Summary Profile). 

He was also a fanatical Slayer fan. Why? 

I just like the music. It? sofill of energy. And it2 really 
aggressive. . . . [They write songs about] problems in the world and 
stuflike that. . . . I'm a musician, so naturally I listen to the music. 
But I also listen to the lyrics, because that's the thing about heavy 
metal. It exposes a lot of problems. It tells the truth about what's really 
going on in the world, not just a bunch of bull. 

Although he resonated to the alienation expressed in heavy 
metal songs, he was far from unhappy with his own life. Quite the 
contrary. This, and his general wholesomeness, sometimes made 
him feel out of place among other heavy metal fans, particularly at 
concerts. 

I'm always in a good mood. . . . I don't walk around [calling people 
names]. I just go to the show 'cause I like the music. And it bothers me 
when people walk around calling me names, saying I'm not cool be- 
cause I'm not wearing black. 

Nevertheless, he thoroughly enjoyed going to concerts and 
purging his anger and aggression through slamdancing there. 
"[Slamdancing] is always to have a good time," he explained. "It's 
all fun, a way to release your aggressions if you're really upset. 
You get hurt, you get bruises, but it's such a good time." For Brian, 
heavy metal music was good-time music, the soundtrack of fun. 
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"When I'm really happy, I just put in metal and it just takes you 
away," he said. "It always makes me really energetic and happy 
and stuff. [Some of it is] really gloomy-sounding. And I can see 
why you'd listen to it if you have problems. But whenever I listen 
to it, it gets me so excited." 

For many metalheads, there is at best an uneasy truce between 
them and their parents over the music, with the parents disliking 
it but not forbidding them to listen to it. In Brian's case, however, 
his parents actually promoted and encouraged his interest in 
heavy metal. 

They're supportive. They don't get into it or anything, but they have 
no problems with it. When I'm in the car with them, if1 want to put in 
an Anthrax tape or something, they'refine. My dad used to go to all 
the shows with me. And when we used to have to camp out for tickets 
he used to wake me up at four o'clock in the morning and take me 
down to [the record store] and wait with me. He went to every show 
with me until about a year and a hayago. Until they started letting me 
go by myseg he'd take me. And he's always calling people to try to get 
me stuf. He called [a guitar company] and got me tickets and back- 
stage passes for Slayer. 

If all this solicitude was intended by his parents to win their 
son's affection and admiration, it had certainly worked. "They're 
great. The best. [We get along] incredibly well. Occasionally we ar- 
gue about something, but nothing serious. They support me 110 
percent. They're behind everything I do." Later in the interview, 
he named his dad as one of the three people he admired most. "To 
be honest with you, I admire my dad a lot because he's just the 
best. He's the coolest guy in the world." 

As noted in Chapter 3, Slayer, his favorite band, is considered to 
be one of the heavy metal bands that openly promotes satanism. 
Brian was well aware of this, but he dismissed the satanist aspects 
of their songs as innocuous, not worth worrying about. 

[Do you think there are satanic messages in their songs?] It's just 
a concept. I S  like [other rockgroups] singing about sex. For some peo- 
ple, [the lyrics may afect them] *hey have too many problems or 
something, but it hasn't afected me. [Critics of the music] say that by 
listening to "Hell Awaits" by Slayer, we're just going to go straight to 
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the pits of hell and burn. And we're sitting there going, "I'm doing 
fine, Lady. " They've taken it too far, I think. 

So Brian, in spite of his fondness for Slayer, in spite of his enthu- 
siasm for songs such as "Kill Again," did not seem in any way to 
be a menace to himself or the people around him. The grimness of 
the heavy metal ideology seemed to him to speak the truth about 
the condition of the world, but this alienation did not extend to his 
personal life. He had not turned away from the hope that the 
world holds the possibility of a good and happy life for him. On 
the contrary, he was full of optimism, "always in a good mood," 
wary of the corruptness of the world but fully expecting to find 
some happiness in it. He reported occasional high-speed driving 
and one episode of vandalism in the past year (see Summary 
Profile), but in these respects and others he was straighter and less 
reckless than most middle-class adolescent boys. He seemed 
proud of his straightness, all the more because he was straight as 
well as being a metalhead. 

I don't drink or smoke or do drugs or anything. I'm really anti-all- 
that-stufi which I'm really proud of. 'Cause eve yone's always like, 
"You gofta do drugs if you listen to Slayer." That's a good one I hear 
all the time. 

Summary profile: Brian 
Age: 16 
Race: White 
Educafion: currently in 12th grade 
Father's occupation: oil company executive 
Mother's occupafion: real estate agent 
Family background: parents married, but for past year father has been working 

and living in New York, rest of family in Atlanta 
Spent most of childhood in: San Francisco 
Number of heavy metal recordings owned: 40-50 
Favorite heavy mefal group: Slayer, "no doubt" 
Goals in ten years: be a heavy metal musician or own a music store 
Political orientation: "I'm not much for politics." 
Religious orienfafion: indifferent 
Hobbiesleisure preferences: Spanish Club, baseball, collects baseball cards 
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Three people most admired: father, the band Metallica, Carl Yastrzemski (former 
baseball player) 

Number of times in past year: 
Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: 0 

Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 1 

Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: 2-5 

Had sex without contraception: 0 

Had sex with someone not known well: 0 

Used marijuana: 0 

Used cocaine: 0 

Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: 0 

Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 1 

Shoplifted: 0 

The Allure of Heavy Metal 

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom. 

-William Blake, nineteenth-century English artist, poet, and mystic 

Passion paralyzes good taste, and makes its victim accept with rapture what a 
man in his senses would either laugh a f  or turn fiom with disgust. 

-Thomas Mann, Death in Venice 

The song analysis outlined in Chapter 3 indicates that heavy metal songs 
are overwhelmingly dominated by themes and moods that express the 
ugly and unhappy side of life. The world according to heavy metal is nasty, 
brutish, dangerous, cormpt. Nothing escapes this taint, not even sex and 
love. Moreover, there is no prospect, no hope even, that things will ever be 
any better. The lonely and courageous individual can resist and defy the 
forces of oppression that dominate the world, but he will never overthrow 
them, and he is likely to be crushed by them sooner rather than later. 

These grim lyrical themes are reinforced by the music. The drums 
pound thunderously the bass guitar rumbles like the growl of an angry 
beast, the lead guitar races madly as it piles dozens of notes into each 
measure, the vocalist shouts, screams, and roars with rage and agony. The 
combination of these sounds gives the music an apocalyptic quality. Even 
if you could not understand a word of the lyrics (and sometimes you can- 
not), the message would be clear: Things are falling apart, the center is 
disintegrating, mere anarchy is being loosed upon the world. 

To the unbeliever, the nonmetalhead, the appeal of such music may be 
difficult to understand. What pleasure could there be in listening to music 
that is so gloomy and angry? People listen to music for the purpose of en- 
joyment, presumably. So what enjoyment could anyone find in listening 
to music that is deliberately abrasive and grinding, with lyrics that are re- ' 
lentlessly pessimistic? A number of valid answers could be offered to this 
question, because individual metalheads listen to heavy metal for differ- 
ent reasons and because most of them have more than one reason for lis- 
tening to it. I'll be offering answers throughout this book, in relation to 
various aspects of their socialization. First, however, we will hear from 
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the boys themselves. As we will see, when they speak of why they like 
heavy metal music, they often cite the musical talent and skill of the per- 
formers. They also talk about the high-sensation intensity of it; the ex- 
tremes of volume, speed, and power that make the music so distasteful to 
many people are precisely what is attractive about it to many metalheads. 
Perhaps most of all there is the ideology of it, the ideology of alienation. 
To metalheads, heavy metal performers represent a rare authenticity in a 
corrupt world, and the ideology of alienation gives metalheads a way of 
making sense of that world. Paradoxically, they find meaning and conso- 
lation through sharing in a declaration that the world is meaningless and 
without consolation. 

Beauty is in the ear 
of the beholder 

For the most part we do not expect pop musicians to possess exceptional 
musical talent or to display extraordinary musical skill. Most people 
would not consider Madonna to have a great singing voice. Bruce 
Springsteen is not considered, perhaps even by himself, to be a great gui- 
tarist. Pop music has more to do with melody and personality than with 
musical excellence. It may come as a surprise, then, that when metalheads 
talk about why they like heavy metal music, they often mention the musi- 
cal expertise of the performers. "Each member is a virtuoso of his instru- 
ment," Spencer said of Metallica. "Randy Rhoads [former guitarist for 
Ozzy Ozbourne] is my absolute hero," said Matt, unabashedly. "Yeah, I 
worship that guy, 'cause he's just the greatest guitarist ever. He was just 
an awesome musician. He's probably one of the best musicians who ever 
lived." 

Scott, an aspiring guitar player like many of the metalheads, spoke of 
going to concerts for what amounted to a guitar lesson: "I've been to 
some real heavy concerts, like Slayer, where you're watching those guys 
and you say to yourself, 'That's amazing!' So I don't always go to a con- 
cert just to listen. I also go there to sit and observe, see how it's played. It's 
a lot like classical music, in a way, because there's so much to it." Reggie, 
too, finds a classical-level expertise in the guitarists he admires. "If you 
listen to any of [Metallica's] tapes, their arrangements are intensely tech- 
nical. Their guitarist is so good, he plays some things that a lot of good vi- 
olinists can't play." 

What makes heavy metal songs seem complex and highly technical to 
its fans is that the guitar playing is often densely packed with notes and is 
extremely fast, not just for a few notes but for long stretches of a song. 
Speed is paramount, and speed is what impresses the metalheads most. 
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Mefalheads greatly admire the musical skills ofthe performers. (Photo by Nick 
Romanazko) 

"To watch guys play [the guitar] 192 miles an hour for ninety minutes is 
just amazing to me," said Marvin. "With a band like Dark Angel, it's zip 
for ninety minutes." 

Their admiration of the speed at which the guitarists play brings to 
mind a story about the great pianist, Vladimir Horowitz, who was asked 
to teach a class for some aspiring young pianists. He walked in and sat 
down at the piano and played a piece at a breathtaking speed. When he 
had finished he turned to his wide-eyed audience and said, "That was 
easy." Then he proceeded to play a slow piece with delicious expressive- 
ness. When he had finished he turned again to his audience and said, 
"That was hard." This kind of subtlety has no place in heavy metal music. 
To the metalheads, speed equals htuosity. But they admire the guitar- 
playing skill that it takes to play at such a furious tempo, much as a lover 
of classical music might admire Horowitz.1 

Appetite for sensation 
As I described in Chapter 1, part of the appeal of heavy metal for the met- 
alheads is the astonishingly high level of volume and force that charader- 
izes the music, particularly in the concert experience. Metalheads love the 
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grinding, pounding sensations of the music, they love the intensity of it. 
To them, a heavy metal concert is the sensory equivalent of war-without 
the bullets-and they find it exhilarating. It is the ultimate in sheer skull- 
pounding, body-wracking, roaring sensation, and to them it is an ecstatic 
experience. 

The love of such intense sensations is not characteristic of all adoles- 
cents, but it is generally more acute during adolescence than at other 
stages of life. Adolescents, to a greater extent than people in other age 
groups, love experiences such as driving in a convertible with the top 
down, riding on roller coasters, traveling to strange places, and the like.2 
Enjoyment of these types of experiences is a reflection of the personality 
trait of sensation seeking, which is the degree of novelty and intensity of sen- 
sation a person prefers. People vary in the amount of novelty and inten- 
sity of sensation they find pleasurable. A high-sensation experience- 
watching a horror movie, for example, or jumping into a cold lake on a 
hot day-is likely to be experienced as deeply pleasurable by someone 
who is high in sensation seeking, whereas someone who is relatively low 
in sensation seeking would find the same experience unpleasant and dis- 
agreeable. 

The musical combination of speed, roughness, and volume that is char- 
acteristic of the heavy metal sound makes for an orgy of auditory sensa- 
tion, and the metalheads find it thrilling. Words for high sensation such as 
"intense," "fast," "energy" and "loudness" come up often when metal- 
heads explain why they like the music. Almost all of the metalheads used 
terms like these when I asked them why they like heavy metal and which 
groups and songs they especially like. "I like 'Die by My Hand,' by 
Coronary," said Lew. Why? "It's really intense." TJ favors the band 
Megadeth. "They are so hard. I love them, man. The music, and the 
rhythm, real intense rhythm." Steve likes Slayer because they are "the 
hardest and fastest there is." Bob named "Whiplash," by Metallica, as one 
of his favorite songs. "It's just very fast, at a very high energy level, with 
lots of energy behind it." Jess likes metal because "it's aggressive; I just 
like the speed and the anger of it." "I love his electric guitar," Derek rhap- 
sodized about his favorite heavy metal guitar player. "I mean, it's scream- 
ing." "In my car I listen to it really loud," said Peter; like most boys, he 
has to modify the volume a bit at home, at least when his parents are 
around. And when parents are not around, said Tommy, "I like it super 
loud. Let's shake the house." But the live performance is the ultimate in 
high sensation, surpassing anything the metalheads can create on their 
home stereos. "I like hearing groups live much better than on records," 
said Michael. "It's got more power to it." James likes going to concerts 
"just for the loudness." 

The advances in sound technology that have taken place over the past 
half-century both on the concert level and on the home stereo level, make 
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possible the extraordinarily high-sensation sound of heavy metal. The 
sound of the electric guitar bites with exceptional precision, the drums 
pound with unprecedented force, the vocals are given an unearthly raw- 
ness. Most important of all is volume. At concerts the volume is awesome, 
body-shaking, but even on a relatively modest home stereo system these 
days a volume can be reached that will rattle the walls (and drive every- 
one else in the house to distraction). Heavy metal would be impossible 
without this technology. As Marvin put it, "Heavy metal is made to be 
played loud." 

The novelty of the heavy metal sound is also part of the allure for 
some boys. What first attracted TJ about heavy metal was that "I'd 
never heard anything like it." Ron was drawn to Metallica because "it 
was just new when it came out and I really really got into that." And as 
Henry recalled, "When I first heard it, I said, 'Wow!' I said, 'Hey, this is 
different. Not many people listen to it. Let's see what it's like.' And I 
started to enjoy it." 

In some heavy metal songs the lyrics add to the high sensation of the 
songs. When the lyrics describe bizarre creatures or events of violence, 
they give the songs the quality of an auditory horror story or horror 
movie. Like heavy metal songs, horror stories and horror movies from 
Edgar AUan Poe to Stephen King often involve violence and portray a 
grim, dark, brutal world. Many heavy metal songs have this kind of hor- 
ror-story quality-Judas Priest's "Night Crawler," for example (see 
Chapter 3 for a description), in which a demonic character stalks and then 
kills an innocent victim. To portray such horror stories in the form of 
songs is not necessarily more insidious or objectionable than the print or 
movie form. In all these forms horror is appealing to some people for the 
same underlying reason: It is a high-sensation experience involving a 
sense of excitement, suspense, and physiological arousal, yet within safe 
boundaries and without any actual danger. 

Understanding high sensation as part of the allure of heavy metal mu- 
sic helps explain why most metalheads are young and male: In general 
adolescents are higher in sensation seeking than adults are (although at 
every age there is variability among individuals), and males are higher 
than females.3 Heavy metal music appeals to this hunger for high sensa- 
tion that many adolescent boys and young men possess. For most adults 
and most adolescent girls, the level of sensation in heavy metal music is 
far beyond the threshold at which sensation changes from pleasurable to 
disagreeable. For adolescent metalheads, however, that threshold is much 
higher, if not infinite, and heavy metal music fills their sensation-seeking 
appetites with an abundance of pleasurable sensations. To paraphrase the 
epigraphs that began this chapter, the musical excesses in heavy metal 
that cause most other people either to laugh or to turn away with disgust 
are the same ones that the metalheads find so eniovable. 
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TABLE 4.1 Sample Sensation-Seeking Items 

~ Percent Answering "Yes " 

Item Metalheads Other Boys 

I like to try new foods that I 
have never tasted before. , 67 37 

I would like to take off on a 
trip with no preplanned or 
definite routes or timetable. 74 51 

I would like to try 
parachute jumping. 71 56 

I prefer friends who are 
excitingly unpredictable. 64 33 

People should dress in individual 
ways even if the effects are 
sometimes strange. 79 54 

I like to have new and exciting 
experiences and sensations even 
if they are a little frightening, 
unconventional, or illegal. 80 58 

This unusually strong desire for high sensation is expressed not only in 
their love of heavy metal but in a variety of aspects of their lives. Table 4.1 
shows some examples of how they differed from other boys on various 
items from the scale of sensation seeking I used in the study4 Even com- 
pared to other adolescent boys (who are already higher in sensation seek- 
ing than most adults or adolescent girls), metalheads score higher. They 
indicate a greater desire for novel and intense experiences, from trying 
new foods to dressing in unusual ways to parachute jumping. 

The ideology of alienation 

There is more to the appeal of heavy metal music than the appreciation of 
the performers' playing skill, more than the high-sensation pleasure of 
the music. There is also the ideology of it. Heavy metal music is not sim- 
ply a musical preference to most of the boys who like it, the way a person 
might have a preference for, say, dance music or jazz. It is not merely a di- 
version, but something that both shapes and reflects their view of the 
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world and of them~elves. They are called "metalheads" or "hadbang- 
a%" and they call themselves by these titles as well, with a certain ironic 
pride- Thfse are ideological labels at least as much as they are a declara- 
tion of musical taste. 

As the song analysis in Chapter 3 illustrates, the ideology of heavy 
metal is one of pervasive alienation. Ties to family, lovers, nation, and re- 
ligion are held in suspicion and contempt, and violence is often either 
feared or threatened by the singer. But this alienation is carried with pride 
and defiance by the performers and their fans. It takes courage, in their 
eyes, to expose the lies and ugliness of the world as it is. This courage is, 
in part, what defines heavy metal for them. Above all else heavy metal 
songs and performers must be authentic, in the sense that they present the 
unvarnished truth about what the world is like, in all its rottenness. One 
way metalheads distinguish the genuine, authentic heavy metal perform- 
ers from the imitators is that the authentic metal performer loudly and 
vehemently spouts the ideology of alienation, whereas imitators, the 
"poseurs," sing songs about frivolous topics such as partying and the joys 
of promiscuity. 

True metal songs contain the authenticity that is sought by the metal- 
heads, in the messages of the lyrics. These lyrics seem to the metalheads 
to speak the truth about society. "Heavy metal gets down to the issues," 
said Rich. "A lot of it's about the hardships of life." Barry, like many of the 
boys, sees the world he is growing up in as having a multitude of grave 
problems. To him, heavy metal songs serve an important function, expos- 
ing the corruptions of society that people need to hear about, whether 
they like it or not. "I think one of the reasons [critics] are so hard on it is 
that it really tells the truth. It tells the truth about everything, and people 
don't want to hear it." Jack offered a similar view: "[Opponents of the 
music] don't want reality facts, don't want to look at what's going on in 
our world." 

Metalheads, by listening to the songs and by thinking of themselves as 
metalheads, as adherents of the messages of the songs, see themselves as 
sharing in the declaration of these messages. There is a tendency among 
adolescents to notice, in a way they did not when they were younger, the 
imperfections of adult society and the hypocrisy inherent in much of 
adult life.5 Through heavy metal music, they see themselves as participat- 
ing in a brave effort to expose this falseness. 

Heavy metal performers declare their authenticity not only through 
their songs but through their appearance, and many fans do as well. The 
long hair, tattoos, earrings, and other trappings of the performers are 
ways of declaring, and of si-g to their metalhead followers, that 
they care little for the societal convention of how men should look, and 
little for the society that this convention represents. For metalheads who 
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model their own appearance after the performers-and not all metal- 
heads do, but some do-this is a way of declaring not only their admira- 
tion for the performers and their solidarity with other heavy metal fans, 
but also of declaring that they, too, are authentic. They, too, are not afraid 
to expose boldly the corruptions of their society. 

The ideological quality of heavy metal is evident in how the metal- 
heads speak of their favorite performers. It is evident that authenticity is 
of primary importance. "I admire the guys in Metallica just because 
they've been around for six years and they're never dressed up, they've 
never changed their music," said Brian. "Never selling out or giving in. 
Just being themselves." As much as the boys admire the musical skill of 
the performers, a heavy metal hero must have not only musical expertise 
but personal integrity as well. "I really like Lars Ulrich [the drummer for 
Metallica]," said Jess. "He's a genius. And it's not just his style of drum- 
ming that I like. It's also that he's a really smart guy, and down-to-earth." 
Musicianship and integrity are expected to go together. In fact, musician- 
ship is seen as one reflection of integrity. "Randy Rhoads [former guitarist 
for Ozzy Ozbourne] has been a really big influence on me," said Mark. 
Why? "Just for what he stood for and everything. One of his quotes that I 
remember is like, 'My strength is my determination and that's why I keep 
getting better.' I thought that was really something. And he was totally 
dedicated to what he did." 

Metalheads despise the poseurs, the bands and performers that claim 
to be part of the heavy metal clan but are not legitimate. Poseurs have a 
carefully contrived image, designed to make them look like and sound 
like a heavy metal band, but the image is false. They are only pretending 
to be heavy metal heroes in order to enrich themselves. The metalheads 
despise them with all the contempt that true believers always have for 
compromisers and hypocrites. Spencer contrasted the integrity of a true 
metal band with the hypocrisy of the poseurs: "[The performers in 
Metallica are] just really down-to-earth guys who are not image-con- 
scious like the Bon Jovis and Poisons of the world. They concentrate on 
their music." 

In contrast to the poseurs, metalhead? see the performers in the true 
metal bands as having no use for gimmickry. These performers believe in 
the music, accordingto the metalheads, and everything else, even the 
huge sums of money they get from playing it, is irrelevant. Jason said his 
favorite metal bands were "not into complete commercialism, you know 
what I'm saying?" One of the reasons Peter gave for liking heavy metal 
bands is that "they're not just going in there for the money." 

Metalheads see the performers as paragons of integrity, unconcerned 
with image. As is often the case with true believers, the metalheads over- 
look the flaws in their leaders, flaws that may seem obvious to the more 
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skeptical observer. Such an observer might quickly notice that the per- 
formers in heavy metal bands look remarkably similar to one another in 
spite of their professed contempt for presenting a contrived image. 
Virtually aU of them have long hair, well past their shoulders. Virtually all 
of them wear either leather or denim or both, and many of them wear 
gaudy necklaces as well. Multiple tattoos are obligatory. There is even a 
tendency for the guitar players in the different bands to swing their hair 
around as they play with torsos leaning forward, knees bent, legs stretch- 
ing wide. 

It may also seem somewhat puzzling to an unbeliever that metalheads 
see heavy metal performers as having no concern for money, in light of 
the fact that metalheads have all had the experience of paying twenty dol- 
lars and more for concert tickets, and many have also paid the exorbitant 
prices charged for heavy metal t-shirts, concert programs, and assorted 
paraphernalia. The metalheads, however, see no contradiction in this, and 
no compromise of virtue. 

The puzzle of alienation 

In sum, the reasons for the appeal of heavy metal music include admira- 
tion for the musical talent and skill of the performers, enjoyment of the in- 
tense sensations of the music, and a fervent belief in the ideology of alien- 
ation expressed in heavy metal songs. The metalheads' embrace of the 
ideology of alienation is of particular interest because of what it suggests 
about the experience of growing up as an adolescent in our time. The 
provocative question is, Why did this ideology suddenly become attrac- 
tive to millions of adolescents (mostly boys) in America, Europe, and 
around the world in the 1980s and early 1990s? Why, in a time of the 
greatest comfort and affluence the world has ever known, have so many 
young people come to see life as so grim? And why has this taken place in 
precisely those countries in which the level of comfort and affluence is 
highest, and not merely among working-class boys but among middle- 
and upper-middle-class boys as well? 

In the course of the next several chapters I will explore the various 
sources of alienation in metalheads' families, schools, and communities, 
as well as their alienation from traditional religion. For many of the met- 
alheads, their alienation is partly rooted in one or more of these sources. 
As we will see, one reason the metalheads respond so fervently to the ide- 
ology of alienation is that it is reflected in their experience. Its portrayal of 
the world as a lonely place, where ties to others cannot be trusted and the 
meaning of it all is difficult to fathom, is all too familiar from their own 
lives. 



The first thing you noticed about Spencer was his bat tattoo. You 
could hardly miss it; it was spread across the top of his chest, with 
a six-inch wingspan. Another tattoo, of a guitar, decorated his 
right arm. He had facial hair of several days' growth, and he was 
wearing a blue baseball cap, on backward in the current adoles- 
cent style. He had come to the interview directly from his job as a 
furniture packer, and he was dressed in work clothes: blue jeans 
and a light-blue t-shirt. He had an easy smile and an affable way 
about him. 

Spencer was Living a reckless, chaotic, disordered life-and lov- 
ing it. His explanation of how he came to be living in Atlanta is il- 
lustrative. 

The whole s t o y  behind me moving to Atlanta two months ago was 
that I took my girlpiend to a concert at the Center Stage [a small 
concert venue in Atlanta]. It ended up with me getting leff in 
Atlanta by mypiends and gettingfiredfrom the job I'd had in 
Athens [Georgia]. Me and myfriends wanted to go to that concert in 
Atlanta. We didn't have a car, so we borrowed this girl's car that one 
of myfiiends knew. We had a load offurniture we had to deliver in 
Alabama the next day, so we were gonna go to the concert, come back 
[to Athens], get in the truck, and go to Alabama to deliver. Well, on 
the way down there we started getting real drunk. When we got to 
the concert, me and my girlfriend startedpghting, and we split up, 
and I tried to get awaypom her, and I ended up getting lostfrom my 
fuiends. Brian, who was the driver, had to get thefurniture so he 
went ahead and drove back to Athens. On his way back, he got a DUI 
[arrested for drunk driving], so there went his truck-driving job. I 
was working for him, so there went my job. The other guy who was 
with us also worked there and he lost his job, and my girlfriend got 
in big trouble, so I decided just to stay awayfrom all that and just 
stay up here for a while. 
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For him, one of the attractions of attending a heavy metal con- 
cert was the chaos of it, the absence of restraint, especially during 
slamdancing. 

[Slamdancing is] real goodfun, believe it or not, if you like that sort of 
thing. It's just such an intense thing to get in. Nothing you could pos- 
sibly do while [slamdancing] could be socially unacceptable. You could 
walk up and pound someone in the face, and it's all ir, goodfun. 

Listening to heavy metal at other times also provided an aggres- 
sive release for him. "There are just times when you get the urge 
to hear some thrash [metal]," he said, and those tended to be times 
when he was "extremely mad at the world, not at any person in 
particular." Another reason why heavy metal appealed to him was 
that he admired the musical expertise of heavy metal performers, 
and he took them as models for his own guitar-playing aspira- 
tions. He had high hopes for his prospects as a professional gui- 
tarist. Ten years from now, he expected to be showered in heavy 
metal glory, "playing the Omni [an 18,000-seat arena in Atlanta] 
with a metal band." 

It would be a mistake to dismiss this too easily as mere adoles- 
cent grandiosity; it probably was, but all successful pop musicians 
must have begun with a similar dream. In Spencer's case, he did 
seem to be more serious and musically knowledgeable than many 
of the other boys in the study who stated similar dreams. He said 
he was learning to sight-read music, described classical music as 
"a strong influence on me, even in the heavy stuff," and had 
bought a four-track reel-to-reel tape recorder to learn the basics of 
recording music. However, he was not now and had never been in 
a working band. 

His family life had not been smooth. His parents divorced when 
he was seven, and his mom had difficulty with Spencer as a single 
parent. Things worsened as he entered adolescence-just about 
the time he discovered heavy metal, which may or may not be a 
coincidence. "About the time I turned thirteen, my mom relin- 
quished all control over me," he said. "She realized she couldn't 
control me." His relations with his father were no better than with 
his mother. "We just can't stand living together," he said. 

A similar unruliness was characteristic of Spencer's school expe- 
rience. He could not tolerate the passive routine of it, the lack of 
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stimulation, and this led him to frequent conflicts with teachers. 
Although he had shown signs of creativity, both in and out of 
school-he had written many songs and during high school he 
had written "some short stories and half-finished novelsu-it was, 
as he might have acknowledged, an undisciplined creativity. He 
had shown enough promise as a writer to be in a "gifted and tal- 
ented" writing class in high school, but he dropped it when he 
"decided that sitting at a typewriter was too boring." 

Strange as it might seem for a kid with a bat tattoo on his chest, 
he described himself as "a very firmly believing Christian. I'm not 
a very good one, but I do actually believe." But his religious faith 
was characterized by the same untamed quality, the same indisci- 
pline. He had only attended church once in the past two years. He 
had a somewhat romantic view of how he might eventually prac- 
tice his religious faith. "I've made it my objective that when I fi- 
nally get to the top, where I think I'll be as popular as I can get 
playing [heavy metal] music, I'll express [my Christianity] in my 
music." 

For him to reach that goal, or any of his other goals, he would 
have to learn much in the way of self-restraint and self-discipline. 
He was enjoying his chaotic life in the present, and he was making 
the most of the kind of hiatus that adolescence provides for exper- 
imenting, for reckless adventuring, that is condoned and even in a 
way admired by American society as a whole. Even his broken re- 
lationships with his parents and his poor record in school did not 
seem to trouble him. Eventually, however, the hiatus of adoles- 
cence would be over and living a chaotic life would no longer be 
seen by others as a healthy sowing of wild oats but as intolerable 
immaturity. What would become of him then? 

Summary profile: Spencer 
Age: 19 
Race: White 
Education: high school graduate 
Cuwent occupation: furniture packer/mover 
Father's occupation: philosophy professor 
Mother's occupation: legal secretary 
Family background: parents divorced when he was seven years old, mother 

"couldn't control me," he and father "can't stand living together" 
Spent most of childhood in: Arkansas 
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Number ofheavy metal recordings owned: about 200 
Favorite heavy metal groups: Metallica 
Goals in ten years: play guitar in a successful heavy metal band 
Political ouientation: "no interest whatsoever" 
Religious orientation: "I'm a very finnly believing Christian" 
Hobbies/leisure preferences: electric guitar 
Number of times in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: >10 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 11-20 
Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: 21-50 
Had sex without contraception: >10 
Had sex with someone not known well: 6-10 
Used marijuana: 0 
Used cocaine: >10 
Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: >10 
Damaged or destroyed public or private property: >lo 
Shoplifted: 1 

The Effects of Heavy Metal 

Man's tragic destiny [is that] he must desperately justzh himselfas an object of 
prima y value in the universe; he must stand out, be a hero, make the biggest 
possible contribution to world life, show that he counts. . . . The crisis of modern 
society is precisely that the youth no longer feel heroic in the plan for action that 
their culture has set up. 

-Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death 

Music has charms to soothe a savage breast. 

-William Congreve, The Mourning Bride (1697) 

One of the reasons heavy metal music has received so much public atten- 
tion and debate over the past decade is that some critics hear in it not just 
obnoxious music but an incitement to antisocial behavior. It is not diffi- 
cult to find such incitements in the lyrics, as we saw in Chapter 3. 
Violence, defying authority, breaking the norms and rules of society- 
these are common themes in heavy metal songs, and it could be argued 
(as the critics do) that these themes promote behavior that is disruptive to 
the rest of society, behavior such as violence toward self and others, sex- 
ual promiscuity, drug use and drunkenness, and the destruction of prop- 
erty. Even if the songs do not specifically advocate these types of behav- 
ior, they could be said to promote them because they advocate, on a more 
general level, an alienated individualism that rejects any restraints on be- 
havior. 

People who suspect the songs of being guilty in this respect naturally 
scrutinize metalheads for evidence that their suspicions are valid. The me- . 
dia aid them in this process by helpfully pointing out when someone under 
investigation for a sensational crime is also a fan of heavy metal music. In 
1991, for example, a New Hampshire schoolteacher was convicted of per- 
suading her high school student lover to murder her husband. It was noted 
numerous times that she was a big fan of heavy metal, and she had once 
been a disc jockey on a radio station where she called herself "The Maiden of 
Metal." The musical preferences of the actual murderer went unmentioned. 
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Heavy metal and reckless behavior 
Not even the severest critics claim that heavy metal turns all of its listen- 
ers into potential murderers. The questions to be answered are more 
modest, although still serious. Are metalheads more reckless than other 
adolescents? And, if so, can heavy metal music be said to cause or at least 
contribute to their recklessness? 

The first question can be answered easily. The metalheads in this study 
clearly are more reckless than other boys.. As Table 5.1 shows, this is true 
in a variety of areas.1 They more frequently drive while intoxicated or at 
high speeds. They more frequently have sex without contraception or 
with someone they do not know well. They are more Iikely to use mari- 
juana, cocaine, or other illegal drugs. They vandalize and shoplift more 
often. 

It seems easy to conclude that the answer to the second question is also 
affirmative: Heavy metal music causes metalheads to behave recklessly. 
The songs contain antisocial themes, and adolescent boys who listen to 
them have higher rates of antisocial behavior; ergo, listening to heavy 
metal music leads to antisocial behavior. This would be the simple con- 
clusion to be drawn from Table 5.1, but it would also be simplistic. I 
would argue, instead, that metalheads are attracted both to heavy metal 
and to reckless behavior for a common underlying reason: the high-sen- 

TABLE 5.1 Rates of Reckless Behavior 

Percent at Least Once in Past Year 

Type of behavior Metalheads Other Boys 

Driving while drunk 44 17 
Driving over 80 mph 73 50 
Driving > 20 mph 

over speed limit 77 61 
Sex without contraception 30 22 
Sex with someone 

not known well 43 20 
Marijuana use 50 13 
Cocaine use 19 0 
Other illegal drug use 29 6 
Vandalism 54 40 
Shoplifting 41 23 

The effects of heavy metal 79 

sation thrill of the experience.2Adolescent boys who are high in sensation 
seeking tend to be attracted to heavy metal music and also tend to have 
higher rates of reckless behavior, because both heavy metal music and 
reckless behavior provide intense and novel sensations. As a conse- 
quence, boys who like heavy metal music are generally more reckless 
than other boys, and this correlation may make it look to some observers 
as if heavy metal causes reckless/antisocial behavior. However, correla- 
tion should not be misinterpreted here as causation. Enjoyment of heavy 
metal music and enjoyment of reckless behavior tend to be found in the 
same boys, not because heavy metal music causes reckless behavior but 
because both experiences reflect an enjoyment of intense and novel sensa- 
tions. 

Recall that one of the principal attractions of heavy metal music is the 
novelty and intensity of the sensations it provides, and also that metal- 
heads are higher than nonmetalheads in sensation seeking. As Chapter 4 
showed, when metalheads describe why they like the music, they tend to 
use words like "intense," "speed," "energy," "exciting," and "power." For 
metalheads, it is a thrilling, absorbing experience to listen to the music as 
it blasts out of their home stereo or as they participate in the ecstatic ritual 
of the concert. 

Look at the way they describe their participation in reckless behavior 
and you find the same attraction to the intensity and the excitement of it. 
Nick, for example, described the thrill of driving extremely fast, at 
night-with the headlights off. "I love to drive fast. But after awhile dri- 
ving fast just wasn't doing it any more, so I started driving without the 
lights on, going about ninety on country roads. I even got a friend to do it. 
We'd go cruising down country roads, turn off the lights, and just fly. It 
was incredible. We'd go as fast as we could, [and] at night with no lights 
it feels like you're just flying." 

Many young men revel like this in the power of high-speed driving 
and find a kind of intoxication in the sensation of moving at high speeds. 
This is especially true for metalheads, with their unusually acute enjoy- 
ment of high-sensation experiences. But as Table 5.1 shows, driving at 
high speeds is a common form of recklessness among nonrnetalheads as 
well. For adolescent boys in the American middle class, a car is the quick- 
est and easiest transport to excitement and adventure, to sensation-seek- 
ing intensity. Unfortunately, this accessible and attractive route to fun is 
also all-too-easily lethal; stories like Nick's help explain why automobile 
accidents are the leading cause of death for young men aged 15-243 and 
why young men of that age have the highest rate of accidents and fatali- 
ties of any group in the United States.* 

High sensation is also part of the attraction of other reckless adven- 
tures. Sexual activity involves sensations that are intense and, for ado- 
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lescents, novel as well; risky and unusual sexual experiences are still 
I higher in novelty and intensity. Trying illegal drugs results in novel 

forms of consciousness, so that some adolescents wish to try them "to 
see what it would be like." Common adolescent crimes like shoplifting 
and vandalism carry the thrill arising from the possibility of being 
caught in the act, and vandalism offers the additional thrill of sheer de- 
structiveness. Rich described how "we used to load up the back of this 

I 
guy's car with bricks, and we'd drive through the neighborhoods, and 

I hang out the windows, and whenever we saw one of those wooden 
I 
I mail boxes we'd just chuck the brick at'it and watch it just crumble in 

the street. We thought that was the best. Then we'd go back the next 
day to look at the damage. We'd go through the neighborhoods, 'Look 
at that one, man!' [Why did you do it?] It was so fun!" Like high-speed 
driving, these other types of recklessness appeal to many adolescent 
boys but especially to metalheads, with their greater tendency for sen- 
sation seeking. 

One sometimes gets a sense, hearing these tales, of young men who 
have too little to do. They have reached a near-adult level of physical, sex- 
ual, and intellectual maturity, and yet there is no place for them to exer- 
cise their capacities, no useful work to occupy them.5 More to the point, 
there is nothing exciting offered to them, no culturally structured adven- 
tures awaiting, to fill up this immense capacity they feel for excitement 
and adventure. Young men in other times and other places who have this 

I 
heightened appetite for sensation can go off to war, or set out to explore 

1 1  an unknown land, or are so occupied with adult work that it consumes all 
of their energy and attention. Young men in our time must create their 
own adventures. And without a culturally defined setting and stage for 
putting their sensation-seeking energy into socially approved activities I 

I that hold the promise of excitement and heroic adventure, that energy of- 
ten takes undisciplined, antisocial, and socially disruptive forms. 

I 

Music has charms to 
soothe the angry metalhead 

1 have argued that it is sensation seeking, not heavy metal'music, that is 
the boys' primary motivation for reckless behavior. Sensation seeking 
may underlie both their attraction to heavy metal music and their enjoy- 
ment of reckless behavior. However, even more persuasive evidence that 
heavy metal music does not cause boys to be reckless comes from what 
the boys themselves say about the effects of the music. 

It is not difficult to see why many adults have expressed alarm at heavy 
metal songs and why the songs have even been accused of leading to 
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murder and suicide in some widely publicized cases. The characteristic 
sentiments of the songs are sadness and (especially) anger, and there is a 
certain compelling logic to supposing that if you listen to sad songs 
you're likely to become sad, if you listen to angry songs they may make 
you angry, and that while in the grip of these emotions you may do some- 
thing that is destructive or self-destructive. If you are already in a dark 
mood when you listen to such songs, it is easy to suppose that your mood 
would be likely to become still darker. 

It does seem to be true that metalheads seek out heavy metal music 
when they are in a dark mood. When asked whether they listen to heavy 
metal music more often when they are in any particular mood, 48 percent 
of the metalheads said they listen to it especially when they are angry.6 
The sources of anger they mentioned were those you might expect for 
adolescent boys: conflicts with parents, conflicts with friends, conflicts 
with girlfriends, difficulties in school. An additional 7 percent of the boys 
mentioned other negative emotions, such as anxiety or sadness, when 
asked whether they listen to heavy metal music when in a particular 
mood. 

On the surface it is not surprising that boys should listen to heavy 
metal especially when they are angry. Heavy metal is, after all, angry mu- 
sic. But what mood does it then put them in? It might be expected that the 
songs would only inflame the anger, like putting a match to a pile of ex- 
plosives. Is it possible for angry music to have any other effect than to in- 
cite and inflame anger? 

The answer is surprising: Heavy metal music characteristically has the 
effect of calming them down, of purging their anger rather than inflaming 
it. Over half of the metalheads who said they listen to it especially when 
in a negative mood also reported a cathartic effect of this kind, an effect of 
relieving their anger, unhappiness, or anxiety. Many of them consciously 
use the music to purge themselves of these negative  emotion^.^ "It's sort 
of like taking a tranquilizer," said Henry. 

The boys described this process, of how listening to the music purges 
their anger, with remarkable insight and sometimes with an almost clini- 
cal detachment. Steve described how the music stirs the anger up but in 
doing so washes it out: "It seems to escalate the anger when I'm listening 
to it, pumps up the adrenaline, but at the same time it's a release of anger 
as well," he observed. "You hurt it on and it pumps you up, but when it's 
over you feel more relaxed." 

Ben described listening to heavy metal as an alternative to more violent 
ways of releasing his anger. 

Sometimes I'm upset and I like to put on heavy metal. It kind of releases the 
aggression I feel. Instead of going out and getting all mad at somebody I can 
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just drive along, put a tape in, and turn it up. It puts me in a better mood. It's a 
way to release some of your pressures, instead of going out and starting a fight 
with somebody, you know? Or taking it out on your parents or your cat or 
something like that. 

Mark was an interesting variation on the theme of catharsis. He used 
the music to purge anxiety, nervousness, rather than anger. Hyperactive 
as a boy, he still often found himself with too much energy at the end of 
the day. So, before going to sleep, he would lie in bed and listen to heavy 
metal on his stereo, which would have the effect of relaxing him and 
preparing him for sleep. It may be hard to understand how listening to 
songs like "Bodily Dismemberment" (one of his favorites) could be relax- 
ing, but for him apparently it is. 

Some boys even said they use particular songs or groups precisely for 
the purpose of purging negative emotions. Rob said he listened to the 
group Testament "to relieve anger," as if he were describing his use of a 
prescription drug. Jack described "Trapped Under Ice" by Metallica as 
being "good for frustrated depression." James said that listening to "In 
My Darkest Hour" by Megadeth makes him and his friends feel better 
about "girls stomping on our egos." When Randy is upset, just thinking 
about his favorite heavy metal songs is enough to calm him down. 

If I'm really upset or something's really bothering me and I just have to calm 
down, there's a metal tape I listen to. I don't even have to listen to the tape it- 
self, I can just think about the songs and I can usually calm myself down if I'm 
really worked up. 

Scott and other boys spoke of listening to the "harder" metal (that is, 
angrier) when they were feeling especially intense anger. "If I'm really 
ticked off, I would listen more to the hard sbff. The hard stuff kind of 
calms me down. They're spitting out all these problems on the tape, so 
you figure yours aren't so bad." And in spite of the hopeless, even nihilis- 
tic quality of the lyrics of most heavy metal songs, not one of the boys- 
not a single one-said that the songs make him feel hopeless or even sad. 

What is surprising about this is not that music, in general, can have a 
soothing effect on people. Other studies have indicated that adolescents cite 
"listening to music" as their most preferred way of coping with anger, sad- 
ness, or anxiety, and no doubt many adults would, too. Nor is this some- 
thing new, a characteristic only of modern, amplified popular music? In the 
biblical story over 3,000 years old, mad King Saul finds that the only effec- 
tive remedy for his imagined terrors is to listen to the music of the harp as it 
is played by young David. But heavy metal is not harp music. Although it 
makes sense that soft, delicate, harmonious music has a soothing effect on 
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many people, it is striking that metalheads find their music soothing even 
though it is as aggressive, abrasive, and loud as it could possibly be. 

The cathartic effect of heavy metal is experienced not only in listening 
to recorded songs but also at concerts. In describing the release of aggres- 
sion that takes place at concerts, the metalheads talk especially about 
slamdancing. The term is descriptive: They literally slam into each other. 
It is a physical expression of the anger of the music, and through it the 
metalheads release their own anger. 

Steve described it as "mainly a release of aggression, tension, stress. 
Trying to get as wild as you can without killing yourself." Short and 
gaunt, he was living proof that you don't have to be large and muscular 
to take your chances in the slamdancing pit. It is true, however, that girls 
are rarely bold or foolish enough to slamdance with the boys. It is all 
boys, adolescent boys and young men abandoning themselves to an 
undirected outburst of anger. But although it is undirected, it is also con- 
trolled, in the sense that it is being expressed in the slamdancing pit and 
not elsewhere. Thus slamdancing functions in much the same way as lis- 
tening to heavy metal music: Both experiences purge metalheads' anger 
and help them keep it under control at other times. Nick spoke for many 
of the boys as well as from personal experience when he said of slam- 
dancing, "It beats going home and kicking your stereo over, or beating 
your best friend up." 

In slamdancing the emphasis is on the "slam" rather than the "dance"; 
calling it a dance seems almost ironic, as there is no pattern or form to it. 
And yet it is a dance in the sense that there is an element of play to it. 
There is a great deal of aggression in it, but the aggression remains within 
certain boundaries. Erik described it as "just energetic and you're just in 
contact with a whole bunch of people and everybody's jumping into 
everybody else. But it's a good, fun, wholesome group activity." Every- 
one participating expects to slam and be slammed, so no one takes offense. 
"It's like a huge group fight, except no one's fighting," explained Spencer, 
"and in fact what's amazing is that all this goes on and no fights erupt out 
of it." Brian implied a shared understanding, among the metalheads, of 
the limits and purposes of slamdancing: "When parents look at it, they 
say 'Oh my God, they're killing each other.' But it's not like that when 
you're there. It's just a bunch of friends that are into the same music, hav- 
ing fun." A person may get slightly injured in the course of it, but this is 
considered not so much a deterrent from slamdancing as a badge of 
manly honor and another incentive to participate. As Mark put it, "I 
didn't do a good job if I don't come away with at least a scratch or a 
bloody nose." 

The combination of the models of unrestraint exhibited by the perform- 
ers, the outpouring of aggression experienced by the metalheads as they 
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Slamdancing: "It's like a huge groupfight, except no one'sfighfing." (Photo by Nick 
Romanenkol 

listen to intensely aggressive music at a towering volume, and the mob 
psychology of a large number of people pressed into a confined space 
would seem inherently to carry the potential for anarchy Considering the 
volatility of this mixture, it is remarkable that the aggression remains 
within the relatively harmless boundaries of slamdancing.10 

I 
I 
I 
I Heavy metal dreams 

Relief of anger, frustration, sadness, and other negative emotions is per- 
haps the most notable effect that heavy metal music has on boys who lis- 
ten to it, but it is not the only one. In addition, the love for heavy metal af- 
fects many of the boys in their choice of a career path. More precisely, 
many of them look onstage at the concert performers and see themselves, 
an alluring vision of their own future. They plan to be involved in heavy 
metal music in one way or another, and they are actively planning their 
lives with that goal in mind. 

I did not anticipate this. I included the question "What do you see 
yourself doing in ten years?" in the interview in order to get some idea of 
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how they imagined their lives after adolescence, presumably after their 
enthusiasm for heavy metal music had waned. As it turned out, the ques- 
tion revealed that many of the boys see their adolescence as continuing 
indefinitely, in their lives as heavy metal stars. A "career" in heavy metal 
offers a possible way of avoiding the drudgery characteristic of much 
middle-class adult work. "I need to see a list of all the jobs you can get 
playing the guitar, because I really enjoy it," said Matt. "I don't want to . 
have to go to work thinking, 'Oh, God.'" Many of them genuinely believe 
that heavy metal stardom is what the future holds for them; this is their 
sincere hope and their earnest desire. "I want to be a guitarist in a band," 
said Tommy of his plan for his life ten years from now. "I'll be a musi- 
cian," said Jason, "playing heavy metal." Altogether, 40 percent of the 
metalheads said they expected to be doing something related to music in 
ten years (compared to only 8 percent in the comparison group), and in 
most cases this involved performing heavy metal music before large au- 
diences. For Ron, the answer to the question of how he saw himself ten 
years from now was simple: "Onstage. Live. In a heavy metal band." 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of adolescent development is 
the grandiosity of adolescent thinking.11 There is a tendency among ado- 
lescents to overrnagrufy their own powers and their own place & the 
scheme of things, to imagine the future as an unbroken path to the fulfill- 
ment of their dreams. Final limitations have not yet been set on their abil- 
ities; they have not yet tried and failed or come up short in many of the 
areas of life they aspire to succeed in. For adolescent metalheads, it is easy 
and fun for them to imagine, at age fourteen or seventeen or twenty-one, 
that heavy metal lightning will strike them and they will be lifted to a life 
of fame and glory as a heavy metal star. Many of them have learned to 
play the guitar or some other instrument, and this feeds the fantasy this 
bolsters the credibility of the dream in their minds. They have not yet col- 
lided with the reality of how crowded the field is, how many other young 
men are grasping for the same goal, how much work and sacrifice and 
talent and good fortune it would require of them. 

Another aspect of this adolescent grandiosity, this adolescent egocen- 
trism, is the belief that you are the center of a universe, that the people 
around you are intensely preoccupied with everything you are doing, 
thinking, and feeling. David Elkind uses the term "the imaginary audi- 
ence" to describe this,l2 and it is a term that is especially apt when applied 
to the metalheads. The scene they witness at concerts is like a fulfillment 
of the ultimate adolescent fantasy: You are the object of fervent adoration 
from a huge audience whose attention is entirely focused on you. It is not 
surprising that they find it so easy to imagine themselves in the role of the 
performers, since the whole scene incorporates a fantasy so common to 
the adolescent imagination. 
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Most metalheads with a heavy metal dream had an alternative career in 
mind in case that dream failed to materialize, but the alternative also fre- 
quently involved music. Brian hoped to be a heavy metal performer, but 
if that did not work out he thought he might end up owning a music 
store. Derek also hoped to be in a heavy metal band, but as an alternative 
he thought he might produce albums for heavy metal bands, and he was 
planning to enroll in a school for music production. Reggie, who cur- 
rently writes about heavy metal for his high school newspaper, was antic- 
ipating a career writing books and articles on heavy metal music and mu- 
sicians. Nick, an artist, had hopes of o d g  his own business, doing art 
work for heavy metal bands and other types of pop music performers. 
Still, these alternatives were mentioned by boys who suspected they did 
not have the musical talent to make it as performers. Those who believed 
they had musical talent saw themselves as performers. 

Their intense identification with heavy metal performers, and the 
dream of achieving heavy metal stardom themselves, leads many metal- 
heads to learn to play a musical instrument. Quite a remarkable propor- 
tion of the metalheads in this study (76 percent) said that they play some 
kind of musical instrument (electric guitar, for most), compared to only 35 
percent of the boys in the comparison group. Thus, learning to play an in- 
strument seems to be another effect of their enthusiasm for heavy metal 
music.13 In addition, one-third of the metalheads said they were in a 
heavy metal band or had been in the past. For most of them, however, the 
goal of being a heavy metal star is more a romantic dream than a serious 
ambition. Although many of them spoke of being in a band or having 
been in one in the past or wishing to be in one, not one of them was cur- 
rently in a band that was performing and getting paid for it. 

Identification with heavy metal performers and dreams of heavy metal 
glory were also evident in the boys' responses to the question of whom 
they most admire. Asked to name three people, 50 percent of the metal- 
heads named at least one heavy metal performer. In contrast, only 14 per- 
cent of the boys in the comparison group named a musician among the 
three people they most admired. 

It is not difficult to understand the lure for adolescent boys of this fan- 
tasy of being a heavy metal star: riches, fame, and the adulation of mil- 
lions, including many attractive young women. On one hand, one could 
argue that the fantasy does no harm at a time when they are in the 
process of forming an identity, when their own abilities and inclinations, 
and how these fit with the roles available to them in their society, still may 
not be evident to them. Because their broad socialization does not direct 
them into any specific adult role, they are allowed to experiment with 
(and dream of) a number of different possibilities, among them the possi- 
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bility of being a heavy metal performer. On the other hand, it might be 
pointed out that identifying with the antisocial images of the performers 
does not bode well for the formation of character in adolescent fans of 
heavy metal music. It may be worth keeping in mind that the adolescents 
of the 1950s did not end up with adult personalities resembling Elvis 
Presley and James Dean. 

However, there is a more subtle and perhaps more serious concern at 
issue here than the possibility that metalheads might grow into adult- 
hood emulating heavy metal stars. It is the danger the great sociologist 
Emile Durkheim warned about a century ago: that young people who are 
socialized with a minimum of restraint may come to have expectations 
for their lives that are so exalted that reality cannot possibly satisfy 
them.14 For a metalhead who expects to live the life of a rich, acclaimed 
heavy metal star-and whose expectations are formed not by the reality 
of that life but by the idealized way the boy has imagined it-working 
any ordinary job is likely to seem like a great disappointment. The danger 
for the metalheads is that, for those who fail to fulfill their heavy metal 
dreams, the result may be an even deeper alienation than they are already 
experiencing. 

Socialization and the effects 
of heavy metal 
What can we say, then, about the effects of heavy metal music on its fans? 
Given that the metalheads in this study reported consistently and inde- 
pendently that listening to heavy metal music has the effect of purging 
their anger and other negative emotions, and given that none of them 
said that the music incites them to aggressiveness or other antisocial be- 
havior, it is difficult to make a case that the music is hannful to them or 
harmful to society because of the effects it has on the metalheads. It be- 
comes difficult, too, to make a case for banning or otherwise restricting 
access to the music. Ironically it would seem to make more sense to pre- 
scribe a steady program of listening to heavy metal music for boys who 
have a proclivity toward antisocial behavior, so that their aggressive ten- 
dencies might be purged harmlessly by the music instead of being taken 
out in disruptive ways on the people around them. 

But what about the correlation between listening to heavy metal music 
and behaving recklessly? What about the fact that adolescent boys who 
like heavy metal are more likely to drive while drunk and at high speeds, 
have sex promiscuously and without contraception, use drugs, shoplift, 
and vandalize (not to mention many other varieties of recklessness)? The 



88 The effects of heavy metal 

link between heavy metal music and reckless behavior is sensation seek- 
ing. Adolescent boys who have an especially large appetite for intensity 
and novelty of experience are attracted to the speed, roughness, and sheer 
volume of heavy metal music as well as to the risk, drama, and danger of 
reckless behavior. 

But sensation seeking is not an immutable force that must find expres- 
sion regardless of the characteristics of the social environment. People 
differ in the strength of their sensation-seeking tendency, probably in- 
nately, but the extent to which the tendency is actually expressed, and the 
form of its expression, depend on the restrictiveness of their socializa- 
tion.15 As discussed in Chapter 2, the majority culture in the United States 
is notable for its broad socialization-for how little children and adoles- 
cents are restricted and for how much they are encouraged toward indi- 
vidualism and self-expression. This is true of most parents, but it is also 
true of the other sources of socialization: Friends, schools, conununities, 
the media, the legal system, and the cultural belief system in the Amer- 
ican middle class all generally promote the individualism of broad social- 
ization. 

What results is a culture in which people feel they have license to ex- 
press their inclinations to a large degree, whatever those inclinations 
might be. Such a culture is likely to be colorful, as this one is, and creative, 
as this one is, and constantly changing, as this one is. But if people are en- 
couraged to express their inclinations, not everything they express is 
likely to prove to be conducive to social order. On the contrary, give peo- 
ple that license and you can count on a high measure of social disorder, 
even breakdown. For the particular characteristic of sensation seeking, 
when individuals are undiscouraged from expressing themselves in this 
regard, those who have a high endowment of the sensation-seeking ten- 
dency will be among the most adventurous, bold, and interesting mem- 
bers of the culture. However, they are also likely to be attracted to sensa- 
tions and experiences that the rest of the people in the culture, those with 
average or low sensation seeking, find obnoxious or offensive. 

Heavy metal is one such sensation-filled experience for adolescents in 
our time. The offensiveness of it to others only enhances its attractiveness 
to its adherents; one appealing feature of an experience for high-sensation 
seekers is that it break whatever taboos exist in the culture. Heavy metal 
music, and other features of the heavy metal subculture, possess this fea- 
ture in abundance. No matter where the borders of cultural acceptability 
were set, heavy metal would certainly seek to burst beyond them, in part 
for the high-sensation thrill of it. 

Reckless behavior also involves violating the boundaries of acceptable , 

behavior, and it appeals to metalheads and other boys partly for this rea- 
son. As we have seen, however, heavy metal music does not seem to 
cause boys to be destructive or antisocial. On the contrary, it has the in- 
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triguing and surprising effect of purging the anger of boys who Like it and 
listen to it; it calms them down. To understand the how and why of this it 
helps to retum to issues of socialization. Aggressiveness, like sensation 
seeking, is a characteristic that can be argued to vary in strength among 
individuals, with some having a relatively high natural endowment of it 
and some relatively low. Males, in general, have more of it than females, 
and adolescent males more than older males; in virtually every country 
on which records exist, now or historically, adolescent males commit a 
high proportion of the aggressive acts.16 Within adolescent males as a 
group, however, there is a great deal of individual variability in their ag- 
gressiveness, with some relatively high, some relatively low. We cannot 
h o w  precisely what an individual's genetic propensity for aggressive- 
ness is, but we can safely make the assumption that there is genetic vari- 
ability in the endowment of this characteristic as there is for most charac- 
teristics, from nose size to musical ability. 

Aggressiveness is a characteristic that particularly requires socializa- 
tion. No society, even a relatively lenient one, can survive if it does not 
teach its children as they grow up that they may not strike another person 
whenever they wish, that they may not take whatever they like when 
they see something (or someone) they find attractive. Even in the 
American majority culture, although self-expression is prized over self- 
control, children are taught at least a minimal level of self-control over 
their aggressiveness. Some boys, however, may find that when they reach 
adolescence, and the level of their aggressiveness rises with the physio- 
logical changes of puberty, the minimal iestraints they have learned as 
children are not sufficient. In the course of the teen years, testosterone lev- 
els for boys rise to a level up to hventy times h i g h  than prior to puberty27 
and testosterone is known to be related to aggressiveness. As a conse- 
quence many boys feel intense aggressiveness. Yet they h o w  it is not so- 
cially acceptable to express aggressiveness by harming another person or 
by destroying property (although they sometimes do express it this way), 
and they feel their aggressiveness bursting the flimsy shackles that had 
been placed on it in the course of their childhood socialization. They lack 
the capacity for self-regulafion.18 What can they do? They need something 
to ease that aggressiveness, drain it off, lance it, purge it-and many of 
them find just this purgative in heavy metal music. 

Ironically, the aggressive, antisocial anthems of heavy metal music be- 
come the palliative that spares them and those around them from the full 
expression of their aggressive, antisocial inclinations. Living in a culture 
in which the implements provided to them to quell their aggressiveness 
prove too meager when their aggressiveness surges in adolescence, they 
look to something to aid them, something outside of themselves to sup- 
plement their insufficient internal resources. They find it in heavy metal 
music. 



P R O F I L E  

Lew was the only avowed satanist in the study. Virtually all of the 
boys in the study laughed off the suggestion that heavy metal pro- 
moted satanism. They recognized some satanist elements in some 
of the lyrics of some bands, but they saw this as a ploy on the part 
of these bands to draw attention to themselves by shocking and 
outraging people. For Lew, however, his preference for heavy 
metal music was one extension of his belief in satanism, in partic- 
ular his belief in the occult and the power of black magic. 

It was immediately evident, upon looking at him, that he was an 
unusual boy. His long reddish-blond hair extended three inches 
past his shoulders, very straight, and most of the time hung in 
front of his face Like a reed curtain. That curtain rarely parted; in 
the course of an interview of over an hour, he did not allow eye 
contact more than once or twice, and briefly. His rare laugh was 
muted and languid, as if it started from somewhere deep inside of 
him and had nearly expired by the time it reached his mouth. 

His features were very fair. Although he was sixteen years old, 
he had an oddly prepubescent face, with only isolated facial hairs; 
apparently he had never shaved. He wore the black t-shirt popu- 
lar among metalheads, with a heavy metal logo on it, this one pro- 
claiming the band King Diamond and portraying a demonjc-look- 
ing woman. His denim jacket had the same logo and the same 
woman on it. He had on black pants and pointed, ankle-high, 
black leather shoes. 

He seemed to live an isolated life, dwelling in a deep well of 
alienation. The black magic rituals he conducted were always soli- 
tary. He went alone to concerts, which generally are attended by 
groups of friends. "I just usually go by myself and then I meet 

E 
somebody there," he said. "I see people I recognize from previous 

I concerts, and they recognize me. I'm always the guy with the King 
I Diamond t-shirt on." 

Concerts provided these tenuous and transient social contacts 
I for him, and they also gave him a chance to enjoy slamdancing r 
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and stagediving. Stagedivers climb onto the band's stage at a con- 
cert and then leap off into the dense crowd below; the act de- 
mands trust in the swaying mass below to soften the landing. In 
Lew's stagediving there were elements of sensation seeking, in 
that he seemed to be doing it for the excitement. It also may have 
had elements of a manhood test for him, a way to demonstrate his 
courage and fortitude. 

I stagedive a lot. The security guards are brutal [if  they catch you]. 
They just beat the crap out of you. [When I stagedived at a recent con- 
cert] one ofthem grabbed me by thefoot and kind of kicked me in the 
face. Threatened my life. [At another concert] I jumped o f the  balcony 
[into the crowd]. [How far down?] About elevenfeet. [Were people 
waiting to catch you?] Well, I was jumping into the crowd, but the 
crowd was moshing, so they were moving around. [They moved apart 
at the wrong time and] I kind of hit at the wrong angle. My  knees 
swelled up like balloons. 

I Stagediving can be hazardous. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 
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He named as favorite songs "Die by My Hand" by Coronary 
(the title of the song and of the band speak for themselves) and 
"Melissa" by King Diamond, which is about a gory murder. King 
Diamond, his favorite heavy metal band, is known for the satanist 
themes running through their songs. But Lew's own satanism, he 
said, was not something intended to be evil or harmful. 

It's not like anything people have ever heard. It's Iike-you know, you 
have your Christianity and things like that. It's just like a different be- 
lief, a dzferent power. I'm into the occult, black magic. [What does 
that involve?] fist private rituals. Meditation, transchanneling, au- 
tomatic writing-things like that. You just kind ofchannel your en- 
ergy source--demons, i f  you will. [Do you use black magic to affect 
others?] Not really. Really more focusing on yourself. Sure, ifsome- 
body does something [bad to you1 it says strike them back a hundred 
fold, but I don't really get into that, because what does revenge dofor 
somebody? It seems to me, not much. 

Why does a boy become a satanist? For Lew, it was certainly not 
because his parents taught him those beliefs; he described his 
mother as being "kind of religious," in the Christian, not satanist, 
sense. Yet his beliefs did appear to be at least partly rooted in his 
family life, in particular his anguish over his parents' divorce 
when he was eleven years old and years of conflict before that 
time. When his mother and father first separated, the anguish of it 
triggered what Lew believed was his first contact with the dead, in 
particular a sense of the presence of his grandmother, who had 
died when he was two years old. He had found her presence con- 
soling, and it had led him to occult practices that would provide a 
more systematic way of trylng to contact her again. 

The episode involving his grandmother may be understood as a 
child's desperate search for consolation under intolerably painful 
conditions. However, some of his more recent experiences with 
spirits were more worrisome, more suggestive of psychological 
disturbance-although he rejected that interpretation. He spoke 
cryptically of demonic forces active in himself, shiny shapes and 
voices. 

m a t  makes you think they're demonic?] Through automatic writ- 
ing. [Demons write through you?] Yeah, they could. Yeah. m a t  sort 



94 Profile: Lew 

of things?] Some s tu fyou  just can't read. And some stuff could be in 
other languages. You just really don't know. It's really strange. You can 
see where it's writing, but you're not moving your hands [intention- 
ally]. [Have you showed the automatic writing to anybody?] Yeah. 
Peoplefrom school, They have this counseling guy. I showed it to him. 
[What did he think?] He thought it was crazy. He said, "It's really 
your unconscious." I said, "Yeah." You know, people t y  to rationalize 
eve ything. There's just some things that the human mind cannot com- 
prehend. 

Lew's alienation was perhaps the deepest of any of the boys in 
the study, so deep it was almost appalling. Other metalheads, al- 
though they might be estranged from family, community, school, 
and religion, at least had friends who were important to them, and 
Lew did not. I listened to him and thought to myself, This is a kid 
whose culture has utterly failed to provide him with anything to 
structure his life around. Someone might retort, "Well, it's up to 
him to find that." But that is precisely the point: In the contempo- 
rary West we leave it up to individuals to find their own sources 
of meaning, rtither than socializing them into meaningful group 
identities of family, clan, religion, and so on. Left on his own in 
this way, Lew gravitated to the bizarre, grotesque world of sa- 
tanism and a spirit world of demons. I wondered, and worried, 
what would become of a boy like Lew, in the long run. But when 
he spoke of what he might be doing in ten years, there seemed to 
be some possibility of hope in his future. At least he was original. 

[What do you see yourself doing in ten years?] Probably playing 
in clubs in a heavy metal band. I'm a singer, and I've sung with a cou- 
ple of [heavy metal] groups. I write all the music, too. I'dlike to go to a 
[music] conservatoy in London and learnporn the big opera guys. I 
really like opera and musical theater. So I'd like to combine opera and 
heavy metal. It'd have a horror basis; it would be a horror-opera. 

Summary profile: Lew 
Age: 16 
Race: White 
Education: currently in 10th grade 
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Father's occupation: hospital worker 
Mother S occupation: homemaker 
Family backmund: parents divorced five years ago 
Number of heavy mefal recordings owned: about 250 
Favorite heavy metal p u p s :  King Diamond, Metalchurch, Iron Maiden, Slayer 
Goals in ten years: play in clubs with heavy metal band, write "honor-operas" 

combining opera and heavy metal 
Political orientation: liberal Democrat 
Religious orientation: occult, black magic, satanism 
HobbiesAeisure prej5erences: plays guitar, collects comic books, lifts weights, jogs 
Three people most admired: Andrew Lloyd Webber, Stephen King, Edgar Allan Poe 
Number oftimes in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: - 0 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 0 
Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: 0 
Had sex without contraception: >lo 
Had sex with someone not known well: 610  
Used marijuana: 2-5 
Used cocaine: n u 
Used illegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: 0 
Damaged or destroyed public or prilvate property: 2-5 
Shoplifted: 0 



Sources of Alienation I: 
Family and Community 

r I 

The family's importance in our society [has] been steadily declining over a pe- 
riod of more than 100 years. [The result, in the present, is that children learn] a 
certain protective shallowness, a fear of binding commitments, a willingness to 
pull up roots whenever the need arises, a dislike of depending on anyone, an in- 
capacityfor loyalty or gratitude. 

-Christopher Lasch, Haven in a Heartless World 

In our society, the forces that produce youthful alienation are growing in 
strength and scope. Families, schools, and other institutions that play important 
roles in human development are rapidly being eroded. 

-Urie Bronfenbrenner, professor emeritus of human development, 
Cornell University 

As we have seen, the dominant theme in heavy metal songs is alienation, 
alienation with respect to personal relationships as well as social institu- 
tions. Violence is pervasive in the songs, and the violence expresses a 
deep alienation, a sense of being at war with the world. Songs about 
lovers--or former lovers-bemoan their faithlessness and duplicity. 
Songs about politics and religion are invariably cynical: All politicians are 
liars and schemers, all religious figures are hypocrites. The singer is pre- 
sented as a lone figure of integrity trying to hold out against a massive 
Sde of corruption and ugliness. Little hope is offered for turning that tide, 
for ridding the world of its multiple ills and creating a society free of the 
ugliness of the present one. The best that can be hoped for, it seems, is to 
go down nobly, to be the rare voice crying in the wilderness, even with 
the certainty that the world at large will never listen. 

Given the pervasiveness of the theme of alienation in heavy metal mu- 
sic, it will come as no surprise that many of the adolescents who like 
heavy metal are unhappy with their family relationships, express nega- 
tive attitudes toward school, and tend to be cynical about politics and re- 
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ligion. There are exceptions, of course. Nevertheless, the alienation that is 
characteristic of metalheads in general is striking, disturbing, and worth 
exploring. 

I have raised the question, How did it happen that such a cynical and 
alienated ideology as heavy metal has gained such a large and devoted 
following among adolescents? Part of the answer seems to be that the lack 
of faith among these adolescents in the reliability and meaning of their so- 
cial ties is based on the real deterioration of these ties over the past two 

I 

Much ofadolescents' time at home is spent alone in their rooms; 
this is true ofheavy metalfans and many otlzer adolescents as 
well. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 
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centuries. As a consequence of this deterioration, many adolescents grow- 
ing up today find themselves without the bonds to family community, 
and religion that most people have taken for granted in most times and in 
most cultures. Wherefamily is concemed, it is clear that the reason many 
of them are reluctant to rely much on family ties is that they have learned, . 
from hard and bitter experience, that such ties cannot be trusted-parents 
often divorce, typically after years of vicious domestic battles. Where ties 
to community and friends are concemed, the mobility typical of American 
families makes these ties tentative and transitory in each new place, for 
many boys. Where school is concemed, many of them describe their expe- 
riences with loathing and their teachers as adversaries. Where religion is 
concerned, these adolescents have learned the tolerance of Western liber- 
alism so well that it has made them not just accepting of the right of indi- 
viduals to believe whatever they please, but doubtful that any creed con- 
tains any reliable truth. In this chapter metalhezds' ties to family and 
community will be described and discussed; in Chapter 7 we will explore 
ties to school, religion, and friends. 

Socialization in the family 

Before describing the particular characteristics of the families of the boys 
in the study, some general remarks are warranted concerning parents and 
socialization. In considering the attitudes and behavior of parents, it is 
important to recognize at the outset that what parents do is influenced by 
the larger culture in which the family lives; to a large extent their parent- 
ing reflects their culture. To put it in the terms of the socialization theory 
introduced in Chapter 2, the socialization that occurs in the family is 
heavily influenced by the characteristics of the cultural belief system. No 
parent chooses parenting practices ex nihilo; all parents have learned from 
their culture certain guidelines for what kind of person they should ex- 
pect their child to become, and also what their response should be when a 
child defies parental expectations. The guidelines parents learn have an 
ideological basis; implicitly, by acting in certain ways in their role as par- 
ents, parents declare what they believe parents should do in relation to 
children and what characteristics they are seeking to nourish and pro- 
mote in their children. The key issue in this respect is whether parents, 
following their culture, consider it more important to promote the obedi- 
ence and conformity characteristic of narrow socialization, on the one 
hand, or the individualism and self-expression of broad socialization, on 
the other. 

As described in Chapter 2, the belief system held by parents in the ma- 
jority culture of the United States, from which virtually all of the metal- 
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heads in this study come, is characterized by broad socialization values in 
which individualism and self-expression take precedence well above obe- 
dience and conformity1 Parents in the United States generally believe that 
the focus of their childrearing should be on promoting these values in 
their children. This means demanding as little obedience as possible, in 
order to allow the child's natural inclinations to develop and find expres- 
sion. The idea that parents should insist that their children treat them 
with deference and obey their wishes-even when the children have 
grown into adolescence and then adulthood-would strike most parents 
in the American middle class as oppressive and unhealthy. The motto of 
American parents in the majority culture is to do everything possible to 
help their child become an independent individual. 

Parents of Metalheads: Pals and Adversaries 

Among the boys in this study, one result of this broad socialization ap- 
proach to parenting seems to be that many boys see their parents not as 
people who exercise authority over them and to whom they owe obedi- 
ence but rather as friends, confidants, near-equals.2 "They're my best 
friends," Scott said of his parents. "They're real down-to-our-level par- 
ents." Bill described his parents as "good friends you can talk to." Not 
only do the boys not see their parents as having legitimate authority over 
them, the parents themselves do not see such authority as part of their 
role, at least in some cases. Erik said that his parents "are like really intel- 
ligent and mature about everythmg, so they've never really disapproved 
of anything if I've wanted to do it." Henry praised his parents for the free- 
dom of choice and activity they had always allowed him: 

They've been extremely tolerant of whatever pursuit that I decided to go into. 
They've always respected my opinion, since I was real small. I can go up to my 
dad and say, "Hey, Bob, what's up?" and just talk to him as a friend. [You call 
him by his Frst name?] Yeah. I've always had that relationship with my parents. . 
[Your mom, too?] No, my mom, I call her "Shorty." She's real small. 

Nor is this free rein necessarily something that is initiated in adoles- 
cence, in recognition of the child's increasing maturity and competence. 
Mike said he had liked heavy metal music since he was four years old. He 
had taken a liking to it from hearing his parents play it around the house. 
"I went to nursery school one day when I was four, with the Black 
Sabbath Master of Reality album," he recalled. "And they called my par- 
ents; they thought something was wrong with me. And my parents were, 
like, 'That's what he listens to.' It was pretty funny." 
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One sometimes gets a sense, from the interviews, of parents who are 
unsure about the extent and the limits of their authority, afraid of seeming 
insufficiently tolerant in their own eyes or those of their children, and un- 
certain about whether their authority would be respected if they did try 
to exercise it. Ben's parents had expressed concern over his interest in 
heavy metal, but with some diffidence: 

They basically trust my judgment and don't worry about it. My dad a couple 
of times had talks with me, saying he knows I have good judgment and so 
forth, but that he thinks some of the lyrics do get out of hand. And they were 
very brief talks. I just said, "Look, Dad, don't worry about it," and he left me 
alone. 

Mark's mother, like many of the parents, did not allow her own revulsion 
at heavy metal themes to extend to parenting practices that would restrict 
the expression of his interest in metal. "She thinks the Iron Maiden 
posters I have in my room are disgusting, but she doesn't want me to take 
them down. She's always, like, 'Whatever you want to do, that's fine with 
me. It's your life. You live it the way you want to.'" 

The evident suspicion on the part of the parents, that their authority 
would not be respected by their children if they tried to exercise it, is not 
unfounded. Parents who did try to restrict the extent to which their boys 
listened to heavy metal met with little success. Neil easily brushed off his 
mother's attempts to influence his music listening, even to the mild degree 
of attempting to get him to play it not quite so loud. "My mom says, 'Why 
do you have to play it loud?' And I go, Well, metal's supposed to be played 
loud.' [Does she ezw prohibif youfiom playing i f  loud?] No, she just complains 
about it. There's nothing she can do. I just say, 'Tough, Mom.'" Matt's 
mother was one of only two parents of boys in the study who actually went 
to the extent of confiscating her boy's heavy metal recordings, but she also 
met with little respect or success in her efforts. "She doesn't like heavy 
metal], but she has to put up with it," said Matt. "She's tried taking away 
all my tapes, and I've lost a lot of tapes that way. I've gotten to where I hide 
th&. I've got me one of those big tool boxes, with a lock on it." 

The boys' defiance and the impotence of their parents' authority is not 
restricted only to heavy metal. "My dad bitches a lot, but I can handle 
him," said Rich with blas6 assurance. He gave an example of his father at- 
tempting to get him to mow the lawn, and how he had to ask Rich over 
and over again. "I just start laughing at him. [Whaf does he do when you 
laugh af him?] He just gets more pissed off. And then I laugh even harder. 
I end up doing what he asked me to do, but usually he tells me three or 
four times before I get up and do it." 
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ll Alienation and Divorce; Divorce and Family ConfZict 

All three of the boys just described-Neil, Matt, and Rich-have parents 
who are divorced. Divorce makes it all the more difficult for parents to ex- 
ercise credible authority over their children. When Rich's father asks him 
to mow the lawn, Rich can ignore him or laugh at him with ihe knowl- 
edge that no matter how angry his father becomes, they are together only 
for the weekend and see each other only every other weekend. It is easy 
to imagine, too, how defiance by an adolescent boy might be a way of ex- 

I pressing his resentment at his father for leaving the home, and how guilt 
on the part of a father over the divorce would make him all the more re- 
luctant to enforce compliance. For a mother, the absence of the father re- 
moves from the home a crucial ally and makes it more difficult for her to 
require compliance from her adolescent boy, who is growing bigger and 
stronger daily in the course of his teens. Add to this the increased burdens 
of household work, employment, and economic privation that typically 
fall on mothers in the aftermath of a divorce, and it is not surprising that 
they might find it difficult to summon consistently the time and energy 
involved in parenting an adolescent boy.3 

Thirty-six percent of the metalheads in the study were from divorced 
families. This is significantly higher than the percentage among the boys 
in the comparison group (22 percent), and the rates in both groups are a 
testimony to the pervasiveness of divorce among the families of children 
growing up today. From the metalheads' descriptions of their family 
lives, it is evident that witnessing family conflict and divorce has con- 
tributed to their alienation and cynicism. This alienation and cynicism 
has culminated, for some, in a radical individualism, a belief that they are 
left to their own resources in this world, for better or worse. This is re- 
flected in Lew's description of his parents' divorce, which took place 
about five years ago when he was eleven years old. "It was really confusl 
ing because one side tells you one thing and the other side tells you an- 
other," he said. "You don't know who to believe. That's where I finally 
developed trust in myself. People are good, but not all people are reliable. 
It's sad to say, but it's just a fact of life." Overall, boys from divorced fam- 
ilies reported significantly worse family relationships than boys in nondi- 
vorced families, on the scale from which the items in Table 6.1 are taken. 
This pattern was true for metalheads taken alone, nonmetalheads taken 
alone, and for the two groups combined. 

Some divorced parents remarry, of course, but this may only add to the 
alienation and resentment that already exist from the divorce. I do not 
mean to imply that this is inevitably the case--certainly there are many 
stepparents and stepchildren who have excellent relationships--only that 
the resentments and divided loyalties sometimes characteristic of step- 
family life can be a source of adolescent alienation. It is worth noting that 
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conflicts between remarried couples most often concern their children 
from the previous marriages, and also that relationships between steppar- 
ents and stepchildren are often high in conflict.4 This is displayed in the 
lives of some of the metalheads. Recall the incident described in Mark's 
profile preceding Chapter 3, where he and his stepfather had a disagree- 
ment over which TV program to watch. It ended with his stepfather slap- 
ping him and Mark retaliating by punching his stepfather in the face and 
jumping on his back, breaking his nose and his knee and fracturing his 
skull. 

Remarrying parents sometimes bring children into the new marriage, 
who become stepsiblings for the children of their new spouse and another 
potential source of alienation and resentment for all the children in- 
volved. This is not always true, of course; no doubt there are many step- 
families where stepsiblings find in each other good friends and compan- 
ions. But in exploring the various sources responsible for the anger and 
alienation characteristic of the metalheads, it is evident that conflict in a 
stepfamily may be one such source. Boys who have been troublesome to 
their parents before the divorce may find themselves subject to unflatter- 
ing comparisons to more compliant stepsiblings and not the least bit 
happy with their stepsiblings for providing the contrast. "My stepbrother, 
man, he's the biggest brownnoser in the world," said Matt contemptu- 
ously. "Kisses up to my dad, kisses up to his mom. He turned off my 
[heavy metal] music one day, and I a1most"busted him. I'm against every- 
thing he is." 

Nick, whose profile precedes Chapter 2, has never had a good relation- 
ship with his father. An alcoholic, his father beat him regularly the whole 
time Nick was growing up, a pattern that ended only after an altercation 
in which Nick, by then seventeen and muscular, "picked him up and 
body-slammed him on the cement." Since then (Nick is now twenty- 
three), his father has never dared strike him. But Nick is bewildered and 
angry that his father, after treating Nick so badly for all these years, treats 
his new stepson much differently: 

For a while I had to live with my dad and his wife and her two children. And 
her son, my dad buys him computers and gets him all kinds of shit, and is 
putting him through college. Yet he refused to pay for me to go to art school. 
He just figured I'd be a failure. He said it was too competitive and he didn't 
think I could make the grades. I don't think I can ever forgive him for that, that 
he didn't have any faith and he figured I would be a failure. 

Although these examples (and abundant evidence from other studies) 
indicate that parents' divorce and remarriage can have troubling effects 
on children, most of the parents of the metalheads are not divorced and 
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many of the parents of nonmetalheads are divorced, which suggests that 
divorce by itself is not something that necessarily leads either to alien- 
ation or to an attraction to heavy metal music. Studies over the past two 
decades on the effects of divorce on children indicate that it may not be 
divorce alone that promotes alienation, but the family conflict and un- 

i happy family relationships that are typically a part of divorce.5 Divorce is 

1 often a reflection and an outcome of these problems, but they can exist in 
nondivorced families as well. 

I Whatever the cause, it is clear that metalheads' experience in their fam- 
ilies tends to be unhappier, compared to'other boys. Table 6.1 compares 
the boys on items from a questionnaire about family relationships.6 The 
metalheads have a more negative view of their family lives on every item, 
but a few items particularly stand out. One is that nearly half of the met- 
alheads (43 percent) agree with the statement "1 try to stay away from 
home most of the time," compared to only 20 percent of the other boys. 
This indicates that many of the metalheads do not feel comfortable or 
welcome at home. Another striking difference is on their responses to the 
item, 'When I grow up and have a family, it will be in at least a few ways 
similar to my own." Eighty-seven percent of nonmetalheads but only 66 
percent of the metalheads agreed with this statement. This indicates that 
many of the metalheads see their family lives as unhappy and have no in- 

I 

I tention of emulating (even in "a few ways") the kind of family life their 

I parents have created for them. 

TABLE 6.1 Attitudes Toward Family 

Percent Responding "Yes" 

Item Metalheads Others 

I try to stay away from home most of the time. 43 20 

I 
I 

When I grow up and have a family, it will be 
in at least a few ways similar to my own. 66 87 

When my parents are strict, I feel that they 
are right, even if I get angry. 51 70 

Most of the time my parents get along well 
1 with each other. 67 

88 

My parents are ashamed of me. 16 3 
I have been carrying a grudge against my 

parents for years. 20 8 
My parents are divorced. 36 22 
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Family Socialization in Cultural Context 

Of course, family life can be problematic and alienating not only for ado- 
lescents, but for their parents as well. Numerous studies indicate that par- 
ent-child conflict is highest when children are in adolescence, and par- 
ents' enjoyment of their role as parents is lowest during this time. One 
reason for this is the absence or tenuousness of ecological connections be- 
tween family and neighborhood, family and school, family and commu- 
nity family and religious organizations.7 For most families in the Amer- 
ican majority culture, these connections are either nonexistent or too loose 
to have an important role in con€irming and buttressing family efforts at 
socialization. Peers and media, meanwhile, often actively subvert family 
control. Adolescents spend more time with their friends than they do 
with their families,a and illegal and antisocial activities such as alcohol 
and drug use and vandalism tend to take place with friends, in groups.9 
The media tend to promote immediate gratification and self-indulgence 
(particularly through advertising), which acts to subvert the socialization 
goal of self-regulation.1° Thus American parents face a daunting task 
when their children reach adolescence, and they face it alone. 

To get a better sense of the predicament of parents in the contemporary 
United States, consider a contrast with a more traditional community. 
Among the Sambia of New Guinea, boys traditionally spend their first 
seven years of life mostly in the company of their mother and other 
women and their children.ll At age seven they are removed from their 
mothers' care and live from that age until manhood in the company of 
men and other boys, learning the skills that will enable them to be eco- 
nomically successful as adults as well as the cultural beliefs that are part 
of the Sambian heritage. In this village as in other traditional communi- 
ties, it is not the nuclear family alone that participates in the socialization 
of a boy. The adults in the extended family-grandmothers, aunts, older 
siblings, and cousins in early childhood, grandfathers and uncles after 
age seven-are part of the child's everyday life and have authority over , 

him similar to that of the parents. People in the surrounding neighbor- 
hood and community know the child and keep track of him, in the sense 
of expressing care and goodwill for him as well as in the sense of criticiz- 
ing him for behavior that is antisocial or otherwise unacceptable, behav- 
ior that reflects either a lack of self-regulation or a failure to comply with 
community norms. The family shares with the community an adherence 
to the Sambian belief system, which sets clear standards of what is right 
and wrong, good and bad, venerable and contemptible. These standards 
in turn set implicitly the intended outcome of socialization: to shape a 
child into an adult who behaves in ways that are right, good, and venera- 
ble. In such an environment we might say that socialization is integrated, 
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from family to neighborhood and community to the cultural belief sys- 
tem, which gives coherence to the socialization pattern of the culture as a 
whole. All elements work to promote the same ends in the socialization of 
the children. 

The degree of integration in the socialization that takes place in the ma- 
jority culture of the United States is obviously much lower, and the rea- 
sons for that are many, including a long American tradition of indepen- 
dent family life, as well as the advanced technological status of the 
present American economy that makes children's obedience less crucial 
to sheer survival than in a preindustrial economy. Regardless of the rea- 
sons, however, the consequences are that parents are largely left on their 
own in the socialization of their children and receive little direct support, 
even from their closest relatives. 

Alienation and the Missing Extended Family 

In the majority culture of the United States few adolescents live within 
even 100 miles of their nearest grandparent.12 Living so far away, most 
children are lucky to see their grandparents even once or twice a year.13 As 
a consequence, grandparents are generally not available to provide nurtu- 
rance at times when parents are too busy or too preoccupied with their 
own problems to provide it themselves. Grandparents are not available to 
provide solace and refuge to children whose parents are fighting or divorc- 
ing or who, for one reason or another, have rejected or neglected their chil- 
dren. Again, there are many, many exceptions to this, and many adoles- 
cents, including many metalheads, have grandparents who live close by 
and with whom they have close relationships. But for those who do not, 
this may be another contributor to their sense of isolation and alienation. 

This was expressed most poignantly by two boys, Reggie and Lew. In 
both cases, the emotional vacuum at the heart of their family lives had led 
them to magnify the emotional significance of tenuous long-distance con- 
tacts with their grandparents. Reggie's parents are divorced and he lives 
with his mother, but mother and son are so estranged that they barely 
speak to each other: 

It's gotten to the point where we just communicate by notes in the kitchen on 
the refrigerator. By the time I get up in the summertime she's already gone to 
work, and by the time she gets home I've already gone out. We can't have a 
conversation and not have an argument. 

He has rarely seen his father since the divorce four years ago, and he has 
no brothers or sisters. The one family tie he values is to his grandpar- 
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ents-but they live in England, and he sees them only once every few 
years for a brief visit. Nevertheless, he cherishes and nurtures that tie: 
"They have a very high opinion of me. That's one family relationship I'd 
like to keep intact, long-distance as it may be." Even though he sees them 
so rarely, it comforts and sustains him to know the tie is there. "I love 
them, they love me, that's enough." There is something faintly pathetic 
about it, something desperate about his emotional reliance on these dis- 
tant figures while the family relationships in close proximity lie shattered 
and ruined around him. But it is all he has in the way of family ties, and it 
is better than nothing. 

Lew's ties to his grandparents, specifically his grandmother, stretch 
across an even greater distance-the divide between life and death. As 
described earlier, his parents divorced when he was eleven, and the disil- 
lusionment and confusion of it was so great that he no longer trusts either 
of them. Like Reggie, he was left with only a relationship to a grandpar- 
ent to rely upon for nurturance. However, in Lew's case his grandmother, 
the only grandparent he knew, died when he was just two years old. 
Nevertheless it was from her that he drew comfort at the deepest crisis 
during his parents divorce: 

When my parents first divorced, there was a lot of stress and confusion, and in 
a young child that can also release a lot of spiritual energy, I think. And so I 
was crying and everything the first night my mom took me and we left, and I 
got up to go to the bathroom and I thought I heard something. I remembered 
that she always used to give me vanilla wafers and milk, and there was a 
strong smell of vanilla wafers and milk. So I went into the kitchen, but there 
was nothing in there. But there were some stairs there [leading into the cellar], 
and when I looked there I kind of saw a light, and I could hear her talking. She 
was just telling me not to be afraid and everything would work out and you 
have to piece your life together and go on. 

It was this experience that eventually led him to satanism, in particular 
black magic, in order to learn rituals that would enable him to contact his 
grandmother again in the next world. 

Alienation and the community: 
The role of geographical mobility 

. Another important aspect of the isolation of families is the absence of ties 
between family and community. One of the primary reasons for this is the 

: high level of geographical mobility that characterizes contemporary Amer- 
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ican society.14 It is easy to see the influence of this mobility on the lives of 
the metalheads, on their families, and on their socialization. Moving has 
often been disruptive to their family lives, and it interferes with the devel- 
opment of an attachment to a particular neighborhood and community. 
Certainly not all children react with unhappiness and anger when their 
families move from place to place every few years. Depending on their 
temperament, on their adaptability to new situations, some may find it 
exkting and fun to move to a new place, make new friends, experience a 
different environment.15 Others, however, are left weary and wary from 
repeatedly making social ties to friends, dassmates, teachers, and neigh- 
bors, only to have to break those ties yet again. They may become reluc- 
tant to make close ties in a new place, unwilling to open themselves up to 
the pain of cutting those ties when their families move again. 

I was not expecting to find this in the interviews, and I did not ask 
about it in a systematic way. For this reason it is difficult to say how many 
of the boys felt this way about moving, nor can I say how the metalheads 
compare in this respect to other boys. But let me offer a couple of exam- 
ples, which illustrate the effect that high mobility can have on boys. I 
think the examples indicate that at least for some boys, high mobility can 
contribute to their alienation and cynicism. This seemed clear in Ben's 
case: 

My dad worked for Coca-Cola, and we've lived [in] so many places. We've 
lived--oh, God--everywhere, it seems like. Hong Kong, Philippines, Greece 
. . . once we got back here from Hong Kong, I had it dead set in my mind that I 
was not gonna make any more friends. No more. 'Cause every time I make a 
friend I lose him. We always move. It's just not worth doing it anymore. 

Now that he has been living in Atlanta for over a year, he has begun to 
open up somewhat and make friends. "I realized I was going to be here a 
little bit longer," he said. Still, the impression left by his family's high mo- 
bility is clear. 

Derek's situation was different from Ben's. Rather than moving repeat- 
edly every few years as Ben's family did, Derek's family moved only 
once, but at a crucial time: just as he was about to enter his senior year of 
high school. Like Ben, he reacted with pain and bitterness at first, al- 
though he eventually learned to accommodate himself to his new home. 

The kids I grew up with from kindergarten, I went to school with them all the 
way through eleventh grade. And then I had to move, which really destroyed 
me, the fact that I couldn't graduate with all those kids. At first I came to my 
school, like, "I'm not going to talk to anybody." But then I said, "Well, I might 
as well make the best of it." And I ended up making a lot of friends. 
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Heavy metal as a consolation 
for alienation in the family 

Overall, then, it is evident that the family ties of many of the boys are ten- 
uous, frayed, damaged, or nonexistent. Even in the stable families, par- 
ents rarely see it as part of their role to restrict, inhibit, or discipline their 
adolescent children. This is not (in most cases) because they do not care 
about their children but because they are part of a culture that values in- 
dividuaIism and self-expression very highly, self-restraint and self-denial 
very little. Parents have imbibed this belief system from their culture, and 
they believe they are doing the best thing for their children when they al- 
low them free rein and look the other way when their children are doing 
things they find mordy objectionable. 

In addition, the family lives of many of these boys are not stable, but 
have been subjected to periods of intense conflict, often including divorce 
and sometimes remarriage. For man~~boys these have been bitter experi- 
ences that have led them to despise one parent or the other and have 
made them disillusioned with both. The disillusionment extends beyond 
family relationships to a general mistrust of emotional ties, a reluctance to 
place much faith in anyone-except oneself. Thus the individualism char- 
acteristic of the metalheads derives not only from a culture that exalts in- 
dividualism and parents who promote it because they live in that culture 
and represent it to their children. It also extends from the metalheads' 
own experience-that ties to others cannot be relied upon, that trusting 
others can be severely painful, that ultimately the only person you can 
trust to be around when you need them is you. The high mobility of 
American society also contributes to this: It is dangerous to develop close 
ties to a community (friends, neighbors, schoolteachers) because when 
you leave the pain will be hard to bear. 

The result is that the boys are not an integrated part of a family that is in 
turn part of a community that is in turn part of a society-the way virtually 
all children in virtually all cultures have grown up historically-but atoms 
who are drifting through social space on their own, occasionally bumping 
transiently against other atoms, slamdancing their way through life. Mark's 
description of how he lives with his mother and stepfather is extreme but 
emblematic. The house they live in together is divided into two parts: 

I just stay in my half and they stay in their half. There's a door dividing the 
two. m a t  usually happens is, I'll come home from work and I'll watch TV un- 
til about six or six-thirty. That's about the time their dinner's over. And then 
I'll leave the living room and go to my room and stay there for the remainder 
of the night and they'll stay in the living room by themselves watching TV. 
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This dire portrait is not true of all metalheads' family relationships. 
There is diversity in this as in all of their characteristics, and some of the 
boys had healthy and loving relationships with their parents.16 But if we 
are seeking to understand the appeal of heavy metal for adolescent boys 
and the reasons why lyrical themes of alienation and nihilism should ap- 
peal to them, the nature of their family lives provides important clues, For 
many of them the alienation in the lyrical themes speaks to the pervasive 
alienation they experience in their own family relationships. They did not 
need to listen to Metallica's "And Justice for All" or Iron Maiden's "Be 
Quick or Be Dead" in order to learn that the adult world is rife with deceit 
and betrayal; they know it already from their own experience, and when 
they hear it in a song they seize the message, their hearts resonate to it, 
and they are ready to raise their fists and bang their heads in sympathy. 
They did not need to hear Megadeth's "In My Darkest Hour" to realize 
that they have been left on their own in the world, and that if they plan to 
make anything of their lives or find any happiness they had better be pre- 
pared to do it themselves, as lonely and defiant individuals, because no 
one is going to provide the answers or even offer help in finding answers. 
They would know all this whether or not they had ever listened to heavy 
metal songs. But heavy metal songs provide them with an expression of 
their anger and angst, of which their fragmented family relationships are 
an important source, and give them the comfort of knowing that they are 
not the only ones who are suffering. There is something consoling in the 
bond they feel to others through the music, even if the bond is based on a 
shared sense of isolation and alienation. 

Durkheim speaks, from a distance of nearly a century ago, as if he had 
attended a recent heavy metal concert: 

The more the family and community become foreign to the individual, so much 
the more does he become a mystery to himself, unable to escape the exasperat- 
ing and agonizing question: to what purpose? . . . For individuals share too 
deeply in the life of society for it to be diseased without their suffering 
infection . . . Then new moralities originate which, by elevating facts to ethics, 
commend suicide or at least tend in that direction by suggesting a minimal exis- 
tence. On their appearance they seem to have been created out of whole cloth by 
their makers who are sometimes blamed for the pessimism of their doctrines. In 
reality they are an effect rather than a cause; they merely symbolize the physio- 
logical distress of the body social. [They do not cause the individual to be alien- 
ated, but simply] drive him more vigorously on the way to which he is already 
inclined by the state of moral distress directly aroused in him by the disintegra- 
tion of society. [But] however individualized a man may be, there is always 
something collective remaining-the very depression and melancholy resulting 
from this same exaggerated individualism. He effects communion through sad- 
ness when he no longer has anything else with which to achieve it." 

P R O F I L E  

In his appearance, Reggie was not a typical metalhead. A hand- 
some young black man, he had short, simply styled hair and was 
nicely dressed in a loose blue denim shirt and fashionable black- 
and-white pants, although he wore no shoes (it was, after all, a 
July day in Atlanta). A senior in high school, he was exceptionally 
articulate for his age and also humorous, in a sardonic way. 
Although he did not look the part, he was a devoted metalhead. 
He had a job writing about popular music for a local teen maga- 
zine, which he felt gave him a certain authority to debunk rniscon- 
ceptions about heavy metal music. 

A lot of people say it's garbage, it's loud, everything sounds the same, 
it's just people screaming. I say that ifyou really listen to it, ifyou 
know what you're talking about and you really read the lyrics, 
you wouldn't say that. I consider myselfto be a student of it, you know 
what I mean? 'Cause I work for this magazine, and I've interviewed 
basically every [metal] band that's come to Atlanta for the pastfour- 
and-a-half, five years. 

He was skeptical of the idea that heavy metal music should be 
blamed for human violence and venality. Nasty and violent acts 
take place every day, he pointed out, and few of the people com- 
mitting them listen to heavy metal. He also rejected the claim that 
heavy metal music contributes to suicide. To him, the music was 
being made a scapegoat for the real problems that teenagers have 
that drive some of them to suicide. 

As far as this thing about teen suicide, ifa kid's really disturbed and if 
his parents aren't bright enough or don't care enough to pick up on it, 
then it's partly their responsibilify, too. What's sofunny is that ifa 
kid's listening to a heavy metal record and he kills himself, they blame if 
on the music. But, you're telling me, with the suicide rate the way it is 
for teenagers in this country, that all these kids listen to heavy metal? 



112 Profile: Reggie 

Although he was in no way depressed or suicidal himself, he 
had his own share of problems. His parents were divorced and he 
was alienated from both of them. He lived with his mother, but 
they avoided each other to the point where they communicated 
through notes on the refrigerator. "We don't agree on anything, re- 
ligion-wise, politically, or what I should do with my life," he said. 
His mother disliked heavy metal and suspected that it had a bad 
effect on him. 

She thinks that underneath I'm like a Charles Manson, like a psy- 
chopath. She says, "You're into all this weird stuff." [Does she mean 
the music?] Yeah. She's like, "You're a blockhead. Turn that shit off! 
I've been at work all day, I don't want to hear it." She thinks I should 
be listening to rap. 

He saw himself as resisting his mother's attempts to make him 
conform to the middle-class norm. He wanted something more 
unusual, more exciting than that. 

What I'd like to do is be a music criticfor a heavy metal magazine or 
some other kind of music magazine. I'm not the kind of person that can 
get a nine-to-five job or do something I hated-that's not me. And my 
mom, she thinks I should have a struckred kind of lijie, and I'm not a 
structured kind of person. [Structured in what sense?] That I should 
get up Monday through Friday, go to my same job, come home, watch 
TV, and go to bed. Maybe on the weekends go to afootball game. [You 
don't want the average American middle-class lifestyle?] No, be- 
cause I'm not an average person. 

His relations with his father were similarly tense. 

[How often do you see your dad?] About every two weeks. [Do 
you get along better with him than with your mother?] No. 
Otherwise I'd live with him. My dad's English, to begin with. And 
Catholic. And whereas I believe in abortion, he does not, and that's just 
ugly, period. 

The music had had a powerful, ineffable attraction for him since 
the time he was quite young, nine years old. He heard his parents 
play Motown music as he was growing up, but none of it gripped 
him. nnnp nf i t  excited him, the wav heavv metal did. 
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From thefirst time I heard it on the radio, it was the only music I ever 
really listend to. I listened to my mom's James Brown and Aretha 
Franklin records, the Supremes and all that, I heard that around the . 

house a lot growing up, but I never really connected with it. [What 
was it about heavy metal music that you liked so much?] That's 
what's so weird-I can't tell you. I could give you all this information 
about heavy metal, but I cannot tell you why I'm so attracted to it. I 
can say, "it's exciting, it gets me off," which is all true, but I can't re- 
ally tell you why. 

Although it was hard for him to describe the appeal of heavy 
metal beyond the fact that he found it exciting, it was evident that 
the pessimism and the social consciousness of the lyrical themes of 
the songs appealed to him. Heavy metal songs spoke his own feel- 
ings about the bleak state of the world. "If you read the lyrics of 
any Metallica album, they're incredible, they're so intelligent." 
[Most ofthe topics are pretty gloomy.] "Well, this world is gloomy. I 
mean, there's a lot of bad things going on." He had strong opin- 
ions on religion and politics, and he expressed those opinions with 
complexity and detail, along with flashes of his sardonic wit. I 

On religion: 

I don't believe in religion, period. Even $1 said I'm a Christian and I 1 
prayed and I went to church with my parents, if there is God up there 
He knows I don't believe. I'd still be going to hell, according to what i 
they teach. I don't believe in a god. I don't. You cannot go beyond outer 
space, period. Maybe it's just beyond my way of thinking and my little I 
human mind and I'm young and stupid, but I just can't see it happen- 
ing. I'm sorry. I can't see me burning in some eternal pit offire with 
some dude with a pitchfork and a tail sticking out of his ass, I'm 
sory. . . . I know a lot about evey general religion. I believe I should 1 
educate myself before I make my decision. But still, I just don't believe 
it. 

On politics: i 

I'm a Republican. I believe economically it's a good party to be with. I 

And they let [other countries] know that while we're striving for peace 
and we don't want to go to war, we're not going to back down, either. I 
think that's the attitude you've got to take. [Would you call yourself 
rn r rcnnr~ t ;~ rn  nr l;hnr=171 T ;hnunl T ' d  cln+ nc n u r C ; n n v ~ n u + ~ - n m &  r r r  - f in& 
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Republicans. Because I believe government is [good for] certain things. 
lf there wasn't a government there wouldn't even be this university. 
There would be nothing ifthere wasn't a government. There would be 
nude chaos running through the streets. In fact, there wouldn't be any 
streets. 

Reggie was also a proponent of patriotism and the American 
dream. Like many of the boys, his alienation from the world and 
his pessimism about the future of the world did not prevent him 
from being optimistic about his own future. He did not see his 
skin color as in any way an obstacle to his ambitions. "I'm a big 
believer that America is a very good country," he said. "You won't 
hear a lot of black people say that. And I think that's so wrong be- 
cause this is the only country where if you actually want some- 
thing bad enough, you work for it, and you'll get it. No matter 
what you are." 

He had, however, experienced prejudice and felt the sting of it- 
but for being a metalhead, not for being black. 

There's still a lot of prejudice out there. A lot of people say, "God, all 
these heavy metal kids are so angyf they're so violent, they're so what- 
ever." I don't like the stereotype that kids who listen to heavy metal 
are real stupid, we all do drugs, we're all three years behind in high 
school, we're all dropouts, we're all going to end up derelicts. 

Ironically, however, Reggie fit very strongly the stereotype of 
metalheads as highly reckless adolescent boys. As his Summary 
Profile indicates, he was involved in high levels of reckless behav- 
ior across many areas. What would become of him, in ten or 
twenty years? If he survived his reckless adolescence, with his in- 
telligence and determination perhaps he would achieve his own 
version of the heavy metal dream: writing books on heavy metal 
bands. In any case he seemed unlikely to end up doing anything 
very conventional. He was dedicated to being unpredictable- 
within limits. "I don't like being predictable, to a certain extent," 
he said. "I mean, I don't want to be to the point where I'm so un- 
predictable that I'm living on the street with nothing to eat. It's 
kind of uncool to be so unpredictable that you don't know if 
you're going to eat or not." 
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Summary profile: Reggie 
Age: 17 
Race: Black 
Education: in senior year of high school 
Current occupation: writes on popular music for local teen magazine 
Father's occupation: unknown 
Mothe;.% occupation: administrative assistant 
Famz7y background: parents divorced, high conflict with mother 
Spent most of childhood in: Atlanta 
Number ofheavy metal recordings owned: about 80 
Favorite heavy mefal groups: D i  Blonz, Skid Row, Metallica 
Goals in ten years: writing books on heavy metal music or editor of a music 

magazine 
Political orientation: liberal Republican 
Religious orientation: atheist 
Hobbies/Ieisure preferences: none 
Number of fimes in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: >10 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: >SO 
Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: >50 
Had sex without contraception: >10 
Had sex with someone not known well: >lo 
Used marijuana: >lo 
Used cocaine: 6-10 
Used Zegal drugs other than marijuana or cocaine: >10 
Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 2-5 
Shoplifted: 2-5 



Sources of Alienation II: 
School and Religion 

[American] schools often appear to be lonely, men harsh places, and children be- 
come increasingly disengagedfrom school the longer they are in attendance. 

-Harold Stevenson and James Stigler, The Learning Gap 

The crisis of sociefy is, of course, the crisis oforganized religion too: religion is 
no longer valid as a hero system, and so the youth scorn it. 

-Ernest Becker, The Denial ofDeath 

The fraying and breaking of traditional social ties experienced by many 
contemporary adolescents is evident not only in the family lives of the 
metalheads, but in other areas of their lives as well, particularly in their 
attitudes toward school and religion. School is an active source of alien- 
ation for many of them; they do not like it, and they resent and resist hav- 
ing to attend. Religion as a source of alienation is more complex. There 
are some who are contemptuous of it, who cite the hypocrisy of televan- 
gelists and the acquisitiveness of organized religion as evidence that all 
religion is a sham, but most are simply indifferent to it. It does not move 
them. It adds to their alienation for what it fails to provide for them: It 
does not give them comfort, reassurance, a stable social network outside 
the family, a ready source of meaning-the way it has in virtually every 
other society historically and cross-culturally1 Friends, meanwhile, are 
for many of them the most consistently positive source of emotional grat- 
ification in their lives. 

School 
Compulsory education for children is a recent historical development. It 
is only since the beginning of this century that Western countries have re- 
quired children to attend school, and many non-Western countries still do 
not. The change in Western countries was based on developments in the 
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economy. As the economy became more complex, a higher level of techni- 
cal skill was required to perform many of the occupations available, and 
literacy became necessary for almost every occupation. At the same time, 
increasing industrialization meant that children and adolescents were no 
longer needed in the workforce. Entry into the workforce could be de- 
layed until the midteens at least, with no harm to the economy; all the 
better, in fact, since fewer adolescents would be competing with adults 
for the available jobs. 

Those of us who have lived all or most of our lives in the second half of 
the twentieth century take it for granted that all children go to school be- 
ginning at age six or seven (increasingly, even earlier), and that most of 
them continue going at least until they graduate from high school and 
probably for many years beyond. However, even after the beginning of 
compulsory education it took a long time before this pattern developed. 
Table 7.1 shows the increase in the proportion of children enrolled in high 
school and college over the course of this century. 

Given the emphasis on individualism in the American cultural belief 
system, American schools naturally have developed with this same em- 
phasis. Studies of American schools describe how individualism is pro- 
moted in a variety of ways.2 Teachers seek to enhance each child's indi- 
vidual abilities, rather than attempt to bring all children toward a single 
standard. Rather than working mostly as a classroom or in small groups, 
American students spend nearly half their time in school working alone. 
Promoting children's self-esteem is considered a primary goal by both 

TABLE 7.1 Educational Enrollment, 1890-1985 

Percent Enrollment, Selected Years 

High school 6 10 30 70 90 95 
College 2 4 8 16 48 57 

NOTE: Figures for high school enrollment indicate percentage of 14- to 17-year- 
olds in the United States in high school during the year indicated. Figures for coll. 
ege indicate percentage of 18- to 21-year-olds in the United States attending coll- 
ege during the year indicated, except for 1985, which indicates the percentage of 
high school graduates that year who went on to obtain at least some college educ- 
ation. 

SOURCES: Elder, 1987; Horowitz, 1987; U.S. Dept. of Education, 1988. 
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teachers and parents, so the academic work children are given varies ac- 
cording to their perceived ability in order to avoid the experience of fail- 
ure. An individualistic rationale also underlies the pradice of tracking, 
where children in the same grade are divided into ability groups and 
given different levels of materials. 

This system "works," to a degree. Individual differences are indeed 
greater under the American system when compared to educational sys- 
tems where the focus is on group rather than individual success. Also, 
American students tend to rate themselves as better than other children 
in a variety of academic tasks, suggesting that their self-esteem tends to 
be high. However, the costs of this system are great. Although they tend 
to have high opinions of their achievements, the reality is that American 
students rank behind students of other countries in academic achieve- 
ment, especially in math achievement. In reading, a greater proportion of 
American students are poor readers. 

Perhaps worse yet, the American emphasis on individualism has cre- 
ated a school environment that is experienced by students as boring and 
lonely, feelings that increase as they move through their school years.3 
The emphasis on individualism means not so much that they get individ- 
ual attention but that they are simply expected to succeed on their own, if 
at all. Furthermore, much of their experience at school is passive and 
sedentary; there is little opportunity for them to move around, little in the 
way of physical activity, little that actively engages them. In one study 
where students were asked what in their daily lives most often makes 
them feel bad, school-related responses were the most frequent.* Other 
than seeing their friends, school is often experienced as a place that is 
"lonely and harsh," as Stevenson and Stigler put it in the epigraph that 
opens this chapter. 

In this area as in others, the alienation of American adolescents is par- 
ticularly vivid in the lives of the metalheads. Spencer had just graduated . 
from high school, and he was glad to be rid of it. 

I hated school. It was always a living hell for me, 'cause I always saw myself as 
having better things to do than sit. I mean, school is valuable and you need it 
to a point, but once I got to about the ninth grade I figured I had learned all I 
was going to, and looking back I was right. I have better things to do, like 
practicing the guitar or reading a book or going out and getting drunk. 

Rich spoke about school in the same irritated and derogatory tone: 

I didn't like school. I just didn't like it. There was nothing I liked about it. 
Having to do all this reading and writing, and all that stuff. I had better things 
to do. I didn't want to be tied down with some schoolwork that I wasn't even ' 
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going to remember in six weeks, six days. I just found it all pointless. I'd rather 
go out in real life and learn real-life things tkian sit in a classroom and read a 
book, answer questions from a teacher. 

Many other boys shared Spencer's and Rich's pragmatic approach to 
school. An important part of their alienation from school is their percep- 
tion that it does not provide them with information or skills that have any 
relevance to their present and future lives. They feel like they have ''better 
things to do." They want to know, "What can I use this information for? 
And if I cannot use it for anything of practical value, what good is it?" 
Matt put it this way: 

I think school can be almost useless 'cause teachers are just throwing stuff at 
you that has no purpose in life. I mean, there are some subjects that we need, 
but like, I'm taking English literature now and I'm not going to be writing and 
stuff when I grow up, so I feel that's useless. 

Jack, who had dropped out of school at age sixteen, expressed similar 
sentiments: 

The whole time I was in school I felt I was listening to a teacher teach stuff that 
really does not apply to any reality. Why should I be there when I could be out 
making money? 

The personalities of many of the metalheads make school even more 
disagreeable for them than it is for other students. As described in 
Chapter 4, many of them are high-sensation seekers and have personali- 
ties that thrive on aggressive activity. For such boys, the inaction of life in 
the classroom is a daily trial. This goes a long way toward explaining 
their deep antipathy for school and their bleak description of the school 
environment as one of forced passivity. "I just don't like being closed up 
for six hours," said Justin. "I don't like being inside, just sitting down," 
said Dan. "I'd rather be outside doing something. The classes I like best 
are art and gym, because I get up and do something." 

For many, the only redeeming feature of school is that it is a place 
where they see their friends. Matt said he "hates schoolwork with a pas- 
sion" but that he "likes it in the aspect that I get to see my friends." 
Similarly, Reggie said, "I don't like school, just the structure of it. But my 
high school's fun. All my friends are there." Algebra is the one class Rich 
likes, because "all my friends are in that class." 

Not all boys had such scorn for school. Steve, who had just graduated 
from college and was considering graduate study in social work or psy- 
chology, said, "I'd be a student for the rest of my life if I could." But 
school was clearly a source of disgruntlement and alienation for many. 
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Tlurty-one percent of the boys had a negative opinion of school, with 55 
percent mixed or neutral and only 14 percent positive.5 For the boys who 
hate it, their restless, active, high sensation-seeking personalities are con- 
stantly struggling against the structure and passivity of the classroom en- 
vironment. 

Keith Roe has done some interesting research on Swedish adolescents 
indicating that school failure (poor grades) is strongly related to liking 
heavy metal music.6 He interprets this as indicating that failure in school 
causes children and adolescents to reject adult authority, which in turn 
leads them to associate with others who have failed and responded to this 
failure with resentment toward adults. These oppositional peer groups 
embrace oppositional music such as heavy metal as an expression of their 
alienation. School was certainly a source of alienation for the metalheads I 
interviewed, too, as the earlier examples indicate. However, unlike Roe, I 
do not think it is school failure per se that can be blamed for their dislike 
of school. On the contra9 I would reverse the direction of effects: It is not 
that they dislike school because they fail at it; rather, they fail at school be- 
cause they dislike it, and they dislike it because the school environment 
does not actively involve them in learning that they perceive as useful 
and relevant to their present and future lives. American classrooms fail to 
inspire many students, but they are especially ill-designed for the active, 
aggressive, high sensation-seeking personality possessed by many metal- 
heads. 

Of course, it would be an oversimplification to say that the attitude that 
these boys have toward school and their experiences in school are due en- 
tirely to the school environment. As described in Chapter 6, the family envi- 
ronment many of the metalheads grew up in was characterized by a mini- 
mum of restraint, because of parents' beliefs that they should encourage the 
free expression of their child's inclinations to the greatest extent possible. 
One possible interpretation of the metalheads' frustration with the restric- 
tive classroom environment is that they did not learn impulse control and 
self-restraint (that is, self-regulation) well enough in their family experience. 
Thus, they find themselves without these qualities in their repertoire when 
put into an environment-the classroom-where such qualities are neces- 
sary {or success. "My personality is that I just can't take too many people 
giving me too many commands," explained Brad, a high school dropout. 
This is not to blame parents for the boys' difficulties with impulse control in 
school. The practices of families and schools in the majority culture of the 
United States are part of the larger pattern of broad socialization. Both farni- 
lies and schools take their cues from the larger culture, from the zeitgeist 
that prizes self-expression over self-restraint, self-esteem over self-control. 

Neither parents, nor schools, nor the belief system of the American ma- 
jority culture are likely to support a change toward tighter restraints and 
sterner disci~line in the classroom. A more nrnmisin~ nath mav he tn 
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make the school environment more conducive to active learning. Adoles- 
cents' happiest moments in school come during active, participatory 
classes.7 As noted above, American schools are unusual in the solitary 
and passive nature of their classroom environments. The emphasis on in- 
dividual learning in American schools is well intended but misguided, 
and it does not work. Techniques that promote active, group-oriented, 
teacher-led learning have been proven effective in other countries and 
could be adapted for American schools. As it is now in the United States, 
the only choice for many adolescents is either to attend a boring, stifling 
high school or drop out. This Hobson's choice seems designed to kill the 
desire for education among adolescents. 

Religion 

One of the few near-universals among human cultures is that in virtually 
every place and in every era people engage periodically in religious activ- 
ities. These activities take a fantastic variety of forms, but they are all 
clearly the same type of activity and have common characteristics. They 
always involve the supplication of supernatural beings or forces believed 
to hold great power over human affairs and natural phenomena. Solemn 
and strenuous efforts are made to gain the goodwill of these be- 
ings/forces, so that they will protect the worshippers from disease, 
hunger, natural disasters, and death, and so that they will provide the 
good things: food, health, children, victory over enemies. Also, religious 
activities typically involve collective rituals, rituals in which the entire clan 
or community is involved.8 There is singing and dancing, musical instru- 
ments are played, great feasts are laid out. Penance is offered for inade- 
quate worship of the supernatural beings; gratitude is poured forth for 
the favorable events. It is amazing how so many different cultures, in 
every corner of the world, with such different languages and economies 
and ways of life in such different environments, all seem to perform ritu- 
als of this kind in some form or other, almost without exception. 

In this context, what is striking about the socialization environment of 
many American children is that religious beliefs and religious practices 
are missing. Even a comparison to the recent past in the United States is 
revealing.9 The proportion of Americans who say religion is "very impor- 
tant" in their lives dropped from 75 percent in 1952 to 54 percent in 1987; 
for teens (aged 13-17) in 1987 the proportion was only 39 percent. In 1957, 
69 percent of Americans saw the influence of religion in American life as 
increasing, whereas 14 percent saw it as decreasing; by 1988,36 percent 
saw the influence of religion as increasing, whereas 48 percent saw it as 
decreasing. Teens, by a 2-to-1 margin, said that religion is less important 
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to them than it is to their parents, in a 1987 survey. In this survey they also 
ranked religious faith last among eight values when they were asked 
whether it was "very important" for them to learn each of these values 
(Table 7.2). 

Metalheads are, in a sense, the vanguard of this decline. Within a rela- 
tively unreligious generation they are even less religious than their peers. 
A high percentage of them-52 percent--describe themselves as atheists 
or agnostics,lo compared to 11 percent in the comparison group. 

There are several reasons for the unreligiousness of the metalheads. For 
one, they have embraced the American tradition of pluralism, of toler- 
ance for the beliefs of others, so strongly that they have concluded not just 
that it is important to allow others to practice their beliefs without inter- 
ference, but also that there are no important differences between one set 
of beliefs and another. With all of the immense variety of religious beliefs 
and pradices that exist in the world,.how could anyone manage to sort 
through them all and choose one as the imth or even as closer to the truth 
than others? Their socialization has not led them to prize one set of reli- 
gious beliefs over all others but rather has left it up to them to find their 
own way among many choices. Under these circumstances, many of 
them have turned away altogether, overwhelmed by the abundance of 
options. 

Listen to Reggie, for example: 

I don't see why I should commit myself to any one religion. There are so many 
religions out there and there's no way to tell. I mean, I read somewhere that 

TABLE 7.2 Percentage of American Teenagers (aged 13-17) Calling Values "Very 
Important" 

Value Percentage 

1. Honesty 89 
2. Responsibility 89 
3. Self-respect 87 
4. Hard work 70 
5. Independence 65 
6. Patience 61 
7. Obedience 60 
8. Religious faith 44 

NOTE: Table is reprinted by permission from Gallup and Castelli (1989), p. 130. 
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there's over a million religions in all, with all the different variations. And how 
can you know that one is just right? I'm not saying it's wrong to believe in reli- 
gion, that's not what I'm saying at all. Each person should make their own de- 
cision when it comes to something like that. 

Their education into pluralism makes them wary of accepting anything 
"on faith," that is, uncritically. They are skeptical of any claims that place 
religion above reasoned criticism. Henry put it this way: 

I think it's unrealistic to take the Bible literally because you gotta look at the 
time and the place and when it was written. It's very difficult to interpret. I 
think the Pope may be a good person to look to for at least a semiauthoritative 
view. Then again, who's to say that he's right? [You don't think he's infallible?] 
Oh, no. I mean, everyone makes mistakes. 

A second reason many metalheads reject religion is that religious belief 
systems encourage conformity to one particular set of beliefs and values, 
and this is anathema to metalheads. Most belief systems state, implicitly, 
"These are the beliefs we should share and encourage others to share." In 
contrast, the belief system of individualism, shared by most Americans 
and taken to an extreme by the metalheads, states (implicitly) that "no 
one should be coerced or even encouraged to share the beliefs of others." 
Religions also traditionally advocate self-sacrifice and self-denial over 
self-fulfillment and self-expression, and this too is rejected by the metal- 
heads-as it is increasingly by the rest of the majority culture, including 
religious authorities.11 Metalheads resist the structure and limitation and 
control of religious organizations just as they resist the same type of ef- 
forts on the part of parents and schools. They feel that no one should try 
to mold them or influence them, as they refrain from trying to influence 
anyone else. They have no trustworthy reference point outside of them- 
selves and their own feelings and desires, no way of evaluating the merits 
of competing views. Mark's statement exemplifies this: 

I don't fall into any specific religious category. I believe in Christ, Muhammad, 
Buddha, Abraham, everybody. I believe they were all prophets of God. . . . I 
don't look down on anybody because their views on religion differ from mine, 
'cause that's their own decision, their own choice. I believe in God, and that's 
about as far as it goes. [But] I don't like going to church because I don't like or- 
ganized religion at all. I look at it as a medium for people to control everybody 
else's life. 

Ron echoes this view, adding a knock on the acquisitiveness of reli- 
gious institutions: 
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I believe in God, but I don't really believe in the churches or organized religion. 
I believe it's more of a personal thing. [Whaf don't you like about organized reli- 
gion?] Just the way it's organized, I guess. I don't think you should bring all 
these people together and have just one guy telling you what's a sin and what's 
not. . . . And the church, they acquire land and all this stuff, and they don't have 
to pay taxes. It seems like they're just another money-making corporation.u 

The resistance among metalheads to religious socialization is actually 
quite similar to the views of the American public. George Gallup Jr. and 
Jim Castelli (1989), in a national survey of attitudes on religion, reported 
that the vast majority of Americans believe that individuals should arrive 
at their religious beliefs independent of any church or synagogue. The authors 
note that this is a view that has become more pervasive in recent decades. 
Increasingly, Americans see religious beliefs as something for each person 
to decide independently. They see religious institutions as a place to ex- 
press their beliefs, but they resist the idea that such institutions should try 
to influence the content of those beliefs. Metalheads may be more resis- 
tant than others to religious socialization-if their lesser religiosity can be 
taken as evidence of this-but to a large extent they are only reflecting the 
resistance that exists in the American majority culture. 

Their unreligiousness is also partly based on the mobility and instabil- 
ity of their family lives (discussed in Chapter 6). When a family moves 
from place to place every few years, it may come to seem pointless to 
form new ties in each new location, ties that will only have to be severed 
painfully before long. It is wearying to start over again and again in a new 
place. Eventually, families may decide that it is not worth it to make emo- 
tional investments in a neighborhood, community, school, or religious or- 
ganization where they live, because all such ties are transient. Without the 
stability and consistency of growing up in one place, children develop no 
enduring tie to a particular church or synagogue, nor to the beliefs associ- 
ated with it. One of the things that makes a certain set of religious beliefs 
important and meaningful is that the beliefs constitute one of the bonds 
between those who share them. The place of worship, too, develops sig- 
nificance as a place where you go to see people who know you well and 
like you and whom you know and like, people who do things for you and 
for whom you do things, people with whom you share ritual celebrations 
like weddings or bar mitzvahs. Without the residential stability that al- 
lows these ties to develop, ties to a religious organization and the beliefs 
it represents are also likely to remain stunted, lacking in emotional signif- 
icance and power. The family history Jess described illustrates this: 

I lived in California until I was about six or seven, and I went to church every 
Sunday. Then we moved to New Jersey and we went to church there. Now 
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that we live in Atlanta, it's pretty much just Mother's Day and Christmas and 
Easter and things like that. My mom wants us to go, and I go [on these occa- 
sions] to make her happy. And every time I go to visit my grandparents in 
California, I go to church with them. But I'm not religious. 

I Perhaps Jess's comments reflect changes in religious observance that 
occur not only because of geographical mobility but because of growing 
up. The older children become, the more they become capable of resisting 
parents' attempts to recruit them to attend religious services. It may also 
be that parents feel a certain responsibility to introduce their children to 
religious observance and religious beliefs when the children are young)3 ~ but once children reach adolescence parents may feel they have done ~ their duty and that it is up to the adolescent whether to continue to attend 
services or not. Michael, for example, was required to go to synagogue 
every week as a child, until his bar mitzvah at age thirteen. After that his 
parents no longer required him to go, and he stopped going. Billy, too, 
stopped attending religious services as soon as the inspiration of parental 
coercion was removed. "I used to go to church every Sunday, but since 
I've been in college I've just been too lazy." 

Instability within the family can also be disruptive to the family's ties 
to a religious organization. "When my dad was living with us it was only 
natural that we went to church," said TJ. "And then once he moved out 

I we stopped going." It may be that some families, or at least some of the 
individuals within a family, may rely especially strongly on the support 
of their religious organization when they are going through a divorce. It 
is easy to see, however, that it would be difficult for all members of a fam- 
ily to continue to attend the same place of worship in the aftermath of a 
divorce. There may also be a sense of humiliation or shame that leads 
families to withdraw from participation in the religious organization fol- 
lowing a divorce, particularly in denominations where divorce is con- 
demned. And divorce often brings with it geographical changes that 
would also act to disrupt ties to the place of worship. Whatever the spe- 
cific reasons, Gallup and Castelli (1989) find that divorced and/or single 
parents are less likely than other parents to provide their children with re- 
ligious training. 

With religion, as with other aspects of their lives, there is diversity 
among the metalheads, and there are some of them who do not fit the 

I general pattern and are more conventionally religious. For the most part, 
however, religion does not hold any strong emotional significance for 

1 them one way or the other. The beliefs for which so many have lived and 
died over the course of centuries, which have inspired some people to 
great feats of love and courage, inspired some to acts of appalling cruelty 
and brutality and made others shiver and cower with dread and fear, 
provoke only a tepid reaction from most metalheads. Scott, for example: 

Sources of alienation 11: School and religion 127 

I really don't worry about heaven and hell, because I figure I'm OK if there is . 
or isn't. I'm OK just rotting in the ground when I die. If I go to heaven, then 
I'm happy. If I go to hell, I'll deal with it when it comes. 

To Scott, as for most metalheads, and in fact for the majority of adoles- 
cents growing up in the contemporary West, organized religion has little 
more relevance to their lives than the horse and carriage have as a mode 
of transportation. 

If metalheads generally reject traditional and organized religion, they 
do not leap to satanism as a substitute, notwithstanding the popular per- 
ception and the occasional sensationalized account in the media. Iron- 
ically their cynicism about conventional religion carries over to satanism 
as well, and to the attempts by some heavy metal bands to present them- 
selves as satanic. When I asked them about the reputation of heavy metal 
for promoting satanism, the question was greeted with derision, almost 
without exception. "I laugh at it," said Peter. "It's funny because it's all a 
fake, a gimmick to get them ahead." "People ask me if I'm a satanist be- 
cause I like metal," said James. "I just say, 'You've watched too many 
Geraldo specials.' Because no heavy metal band really believes in Satan. 
It's all a ploy to sell albums." This was the most common perspective: 
that the "satanism" of some heavy metal bands is not only something few 
metalheads believe in but something the performers themselves do not 
believe; they are only using it as a promotional device of sorts. As Ron ob- 
served, "Bands do it to make people go 'Oh my God, did you hear what 
he said?' and get people to listen to their music." Derek scoffed, "It's just 
a gag, a promotional kind of thing. I mean, I'm sure they don't go home 
and slay calves on weekends." The metalheads are not deceived, even if 
they do buy the albums. They allow this as an exception to the authentic- 
ity that they otherwise demand of their heavy metal heroes. It should be 
added that satanic themes are actually quite rare in heavy metal songs (as 
the song analysis contained in Chapter 3 showed). 

Most metalheads may not have a religion, but they do have a belief sys- 
tem of sorts, an ideology: the ideology of alienated individualism. It is re- 
vealing that proclamations of individualism often came in response to 
questions about their religious beliefs. "I believe in individuals and I be- 
lieve in me," said Miles when I asked him how he would describe himself 
religiously. Brian responded similarly: "I have no religious anytlrung. I'm 
not antireligious, but I think that if people like it that's a personal choice. I 
choose to believe in myself more than any religion." Even Lew, the one 
self-described satanist in the study was ultimately a proponent of indi- 
vidualism: "People have to meet halfway no matter what their religions 
are. I'm not against Christians. Everybody has their own thing." 

Proclamations of individualism were also delivered by some of them 
when they were asked to describe themselves politically, indicating that 
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"The Satanic Army" logo, a satire on the Salvation Army logo, shozvs the 
iroltic attiftrde most metalheads take toward the claim that heavy metal 
promotes satanism. 

their individualism is an ideology that applies to many aspects of their 
lives. "My motto is you should be able to do whatever you want as long 
as you don't hurt anybody else," said Reggie. This is the metalhead 
motto, the heart of the metalhead ideology. "I'm a personal anarchist," 
said Dan, when I asked him to describe himself politically. "You should 
do what you feel is right and what you believe in. Anything goes until it 
goes so far as to hurt others." 

Heavy metal provides the hymns and anthems for their belief system of 
alienated individualism.14 To put it another way, alienated individualism 
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is the belief system that underlies heavy metal music. The metalheads are 
united in their resistance to being unified, they collect in great concert 
halls to celebrate their rejection of anything collective. The concerts pro- 
vide the ritual celebration of their ideology, and the lyrics of the songs 
provide the text that articulates and legitimizes their beliefs. 

Friends 
Bereft of ties to a community of people who know them and whom they 
also know, having only loose ties to their families, lacking in ties to a reli- 
gious organization where they are known and valued, adolescents' ties to 
friends take on a magrufied sigruficance. True, because of the high mobil- 
ity of American families, adolescents' ties to friends may be shattered 
suddenly and painfully, as the examples in the previous chapter showed. 
However, friends can also provide solace and refuge from family chaos 
and disintegration, and also an  emotional foothold in a new place. For 
some boys, a mutual enthusiasm for heavy metal can provide the basis 
for a new friendship, a source of connection and common ground for two 
adolescents who are otherwise unknown to each ~ther. It is a notable fea- 
ture of contemporary American life that in the midst of all the high mobil- 
ity, the repeated pulling up of roots and moving to another place that so 
many families undergo, media such as television and music provide a 
foundation of shared experience that extends from coast to coast and 
from border to border. For an adolescent metalhead, wherever his family 
moves, anywhere in the country, he can be assured that somewhere in his 
new community are other boys who are fellow metal devotees, who have 
listened to the same recordings, watched the same music videos, and at- 
tended concerts by the same bands as he has. Scott described how his re- 
lationship with his best friend began: 

We met through a friend of my parents. He lived right down the street, so that 
was convenient. We kind of blossomed together. We both discovered what we 
could do and who we could be at the same time, and we shared the same aspi- 
rations and goals. We both liked metal, too; that was the initial thing we could 
talk about. It gave us something to talk about to start out with. 

For Steve, heavy metal has been a way of identifying others who share 
his sense of alienation. 

I never felt I fit in with most of the normal people. I would never fit in with the 
athletes or the smart people or the well-dressed ones. I always felt like an out- 
cast, so I hung out with the outcasts. [Heavy metal] is something that attracts 
us together and helvs us  he frienrlc 
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In listening to Dan, one can hear the role of the heavy metal concert 
event in promoting and intenslfying friendships. 

[Before concerts] we all want to get out as soon as we can just to be with each 
other. You can get really high just on being with friends. We'll get to the show 
early and just hang out outside and talk to each other. 

It is not true, however, that a mutual enthusiasm for heavy metal is ei- 
ther absolutely necessary or entirely sufficient for a metalhead to form a 
friendship. According to Mitch, his best friends are "the smart kids," and 
they don't care for heavy metal at all. Only one-half of the metalheads 
said that most or all of their friends also like heavy metal; the other half 
said that some, few, or none of their friends like it. Even vehement dis- 
agreement about music does not necessarily impede a friendship. As 
Scott said of his friends and their attitudes toward heavy metal: 

They either like it or really hate it. Most of them l i e  it, but there are definitely 
those who hate it and plug their ears and force me to listen to their music. It's a 
constant battle, so we just turn the radio off. 

In some cases disagreement about music can even promote friendship, 
as friends spend hours debating whose music is superior. For Ben, whose 
family moved around so much during his growing up, comparing musi- 
cal interests has been a way of beginning new friendships, whether the 
comparison results in disagreement or the identification of fellow metal- 
heads: 

Actually, my best friend likes the Beatles. The Beatles and the Who. When we 
first met it was like every day we'd always argue about who's better. . . . I 
guess most of my friends like heavy metal, but that's not really a quality I look 
for in a person. It's a great way to meet people, though. You'll see a person 
wearing a heavy metal t-shirt or something, and people will come up to him, 
"Hey, did you go to the show?" 

However, friendship is not always a source of solidarity and consola- 
tion. Like family relationships, friendships can dissolve and leave bitter- 
ness; like family members, friends can disappoint, deceive, and betray. 
For Jack, his experience of being betrayed by a friend has heightened his 
sense of alienation and contributed to his hyperindividualism. One day 
he came home to find that the person he had thought of as his best friend 
for four years, whom he had been allowing to stay rent-free in the house 
where he lived with his mother, had stolen $350 cash and another $300 
worth of Jack's tapes. 
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Concerts are wusually affended withfriends. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 

Stole it all and disappeared. I trusted him. You h o w  somebody for four years, 
you think you can trust them. I thought he was like my brother. I don't care now 
about the tapes and the money, it's just that it really hurt me. I felt real close to 
him, I felt like I could tell him anything. . . . That's why 1 really don't trust nobody 

Friendship, too, can be a source of the alienated individualism metal- 
heads feel and find expression for in heavy metal music. 

Western societies have embarked unwittingly upon a vast and unprece- 
dented natural experiment. The question under investigation is, What 
happens.if you take human beings, who have in all societies at all times 
been enveloped in a social structure of one kind or another, and remove 
that structure except for the barest skeleton? What kind of human beings 
result? Take away the elaborate structure of family ties that other societies 
have-grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, great-uncles, great-aunts, 
second cousins, numerous siblings, and so on-and 1 ~ a x l ~  nn1.r~ J--.-A-rl 



132 Sources of alienation El: School and religion 

"nuclear family" of father, mother, and perhaps one sibling; or perhaps 
even leave out father and siblings, perhaps only mother and child. Take 
away ties to the community, neighbors whose ties to the family extend 
back generations and who have known the current generation of children 
since birth, neighbors who perhaps take a particular interest in a particu- 
lar child because of similarities in talents, interests, or personality; leave 
only the mildest nodding acquaintance between neighbors who barely 
know each others' names and who gather all of their belongings every 
few years and move somewhere else far away. Now take away the over- 
arching structure of beliefs that explain l~ow life began, what the sigrufi- 
came of a human life is, and what lies beyond the veil of life into death. 

What remains is, in one sense, an unprecedented freedom for individu- 
als. Let us be careful not to romanticize traditional societies with their 
elaborate structure of relationships and prohibitions and obligations. If 
this is comforting and guiding, it is also limiting and at times oppressive. 
We are free of those strictures now, freer than ever before to work out our 
own destinies. Individuals are allowed and even-encouraged to develop 
their unique talents and interests, to follow their own inclinations wher- 
ever they might lead-"to do whatever you want as long as you don't 
hurt anybody else," as Reggie put it. This results in a spectacular variety 
of forms of human experience, as a broad range of variability in talents 
and interests among individuals is allowed expression. Society is more 
creative, vibrant, and energetic as a consequence. 

At the same time, however, it is important to note the costs of such free- 
dom, and also what has been lost in the course of shedding traditional ways. 
If it is true that in our time individuals have greater freedom to choose their 
o m  direction in life, it is also true that more people end up aimless. Without 
having a path provided for them, lacking the personal resources to find one 
of their own, they end up disoriented, lost. If it is true that parents treat chil- 
dren more gently and with greater consideration for their psychological 
well-being in our time as compared with the past, it is also true that children 
are much more likely to experience instability in their family lives--divorce 
and remarriage, repeated geographical relocations. Before this century chil- 
dren more often lost a parent due to death while the children were still 
young, but a divorce is often worse than a death because children often ex- 
perience it amid the furious acrimony of the parents. They find themselves 
ripped apart emotionally as they are caught in the crossfire of their parents' 
hatred, an excruciating and tremendously destructive experience. 

And if it is true that children are encouraged to develop their abilities 
and express themselves, in contrast to the sometimes cruel and humorless 
inculcation of guilt and self-denial characteristic of the past, it is also true 
that sometimes this encouragement takes place at the expense of teaching 
self-regulation and consideration for others. When children are encour- 
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aged to express themselves without reservation, to feel good about them- 
selves without relation to their actions, the results may be disastrous. Not 
everytlung that flows out of the human heart merits expression, and peo- 
ple who feel good about themselves even though they behave selfishly 
eventually cause serious trouble for others and often for themselves. 

Heavy metal is about this dark side of modernity. It speaks to those who 
have been provided unprecedented freedom, in particular those who feel 
the exhilaration of that freedom but also the insecurity of it, the sense that 
they are on their own, for better or worse. It speaks to those who are proudly 
individualistic but who also feel the loneliness of that individualism It 
speaks to many of the adolescents of a generation that is growing up with- 
out the traditional supports of extended family community, and religion. 
Not only does it speak to them; it also speaks, or rather shouts and screams, 
on their behalf. It is the angry shout of those who have reacted to the ab- 
sence of these traditional supports and sources of meaning with a deep cyn- 
icism about the trustworthiness and reliability of the world around them. 



P R O F I L E  

Jean was dressed entirely in black the day of the interview, from 
her black leather boots to her black jeans and black t-shirt (with a 
heavy metal logo on it). She was slim and well groomed, and her 
complexion was pale, contrasting sharply with her black clothes 
and her dark hair. This was not unusual dress for her; in fact, she 
said she wore all black all the time. "It's always been my favorite 
color," she explained. "Most of my wardrobe has been black for 
four years." 

Many metalheads frequently wear black t-shirts with logos from 
heavy metal bands, but to wear black from head to toe, every day, 
carries the motif one step further. Black is the color of mourning, 
and Jean seemed depressed, as if in mourning for her younger 
hopes of what the world would be like or what her life would be 
like. She seemed to have withdrawn from the world to a large ex- 
tent, and now kept only the most tenuous and superficial ties to 
others. "I'm not a very social person," she said. "I have a hard 
time expressing myself." 

Her social isolation came up with regard to several different top- 
ics, including s+ool, friends, and family. A sophomore in college, 
she usually kept to herself at school. "It's not a social place for me, 
really, as much as it is for a lot of people. You can tell when you 
meet somebody if they're going to be a compatible person to talk 
to. I don't find very many people like that, at least not in my 
classes." Even in her relationships with friends she tended to keep 
them at arm's length emotionally. When unhappy or upset she 
tended to push them away rather than confide in them. "I with- 
draw completely" she said. "That's the last time I want to talk 
about anything. Even if they come out and ask me, I'll only say 
what I'm comfortable with, or I'll just shut them off completely 
and just say 'I'm sorry, I really don't want to talk about it.'" She 
found it safer to keep her feelings inside and not let anyone know 
too much. "I suppose if you put all my friends together and they 
put their two bits about me together, they'd have a decent part of 
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the picture, but all together I don't think anyone has the whole 
picture. I like to be like that. If you tell too much, you get in trou- 
ble." 

Her family life was not unhappy, but her family relationships 
had this same quality of distance, the same undercurrent of dis- 
trust. She described her relationship with her mother as "very ca- 
sual. We get along very well, but I wouldn't say we sit and talk 
about it too much." Her mother was an alcoholic, and this condi- 
tion was sometimes a source of conflict between them--conflict 
Jean typically reacted to by withdrawing. "She does very well 
with it sometimes," she said of her mother, "but there are other 
times that she goes off the handle and I can't handle it, so 1 just ei- 
ther leave or we have a few words and I just go." Her father had 
died of cancer about a year ago, and that had been a big blow to 
her. "My dad was my favorite person," she said. They had not 
talked much, either, but she had felt an unspoken closeness to 
him. "Me and my dad could hang out for hours on end, and al- 
most not even speak to each other but really get along. I mean, it 
could be about the weather or the family, but we were very con- 
nected. Very close." 

She was the youngest of nine children, and she said she got 
along well with her brothers and sisters. "I'm never mad at any of 
them, and we never really fight." Still, she kept them from getting 
close to her in the same way she kept her'friends away; in fact, she 
compared her relationships with her siblings to friendships. "It's 
more like along the idea of a friendship, not confidence or trusting 
them with anything more than a dime. I don't confide in them 
very much. My sisters, I do to a point, but there's always a stop- 
ping point. There's tons of things I just won't say." 

For her as for so many metalheads, heavy metal music was a 
beacon in the dark night of her alienation. She could hear the echo 
of her own voice in the angry rantings of heavy metal singers in 
songs portraying loneliness, frustration, deception, and betrayal. 
"They can express it and I can't," she said. "I've never been able to 
express my feelings." Through heavy metal songs she found vicar- 
ious expression for all the tortured feelings she felt she could not 
share with anyone else. Although she kept her feelings bottled up 
tight, she envied heavy metal performers who could shout them 
out loud. "I've got a lot of feelings that I wish I could express. 
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Sometimes I wish I could be open like that. Sometimes I feel 
trapped and I wish I could just let it out like that." 

She was frustrated by her tendency to inhibit and enclose her 
feelings, but it made her feel better to listen to heavy metal per- 
formers who could "let it out." The cathartic effect of the music, so 
common among the boys, was something she experienced as well. 
"I think it takes out my aggressions," she said. "If I'm in an ag- 
gressive mood, I think it sort of calms me down." She understood 
the songs to be on "depressing" themes, but she saw the songs as 
purging both the depression and the aggression that might result 
from being depressed. "There is sometimes a depressing tone [to 
the songs] as well as aggression; because they're depressed, 
they're aggressive. I don't act that way, but it actually makes me 
feel better that someone does. . . . I think it puts me in a better 
mood, to tell you the truth." 

Jean was lonely, with little in her life to relieve her loneliness but 
heavy metal. In contrast to many of the boys, her alienation was 
turned inward rather than outward. She was not reckless in her 
automobile driving, sexual behavior, drug use, or anything else. 
Her alienation from family and peers at school was characterized 
more by detachment than anger. She was simply unhappy, and 
she seemed to be suffering from a kind of emotional malnourish- 
ment that she did not know how to relieve. 

Other than heavy metal music, the one joy in her life seemed to 
be her love of children. She was majoring in early childhood edu- 
cation in college, and she planned a career in child care. Asked to 
name three people she admired, she said, "Any child, because they 
are so innocent. I just admire the innocence and purity of children, 
I guess." She was adamantly against abortion because "it's not the 
child's fault. The baby did nothing wrong, and they shouldn't 
have to suffer." Although love was missing in her own life, she 
nevertheless hoped to be able to provide it to children. "I enjoy 
taking care of children. I just think they need as much attention as 
they can get." 

Summary profile: Jean 
Age: 19 
Race: White 
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Education: sophomore in college 
Current occupation: works in florist's shop 
Father's occupation: deceased 
Mother's occupation: nurse 

I 
Family background: youngest of nine children, father died of cancer one year ago, 

mother an alcoholic 
Spent most of childhood in: Boston 
Number of heavy metal recordings owned: 50 
Favorite heavy metal groups: Metallica, Skid Row, Queensryche 
Goals in ten years: married, career in child care, 
Political orientation: "I don't get into politics very much" 
Religious orientation: Catholic, but does not attend church 

i Hobbies/Zeisure preferences: pewter collection of sorcerers and dragons; taking care 
of children 

Number of times in past year: 
Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: 0 

Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: 1 
Driven a car greater than 20 mph over speed limit: 1 
Had sex without contraception: 0 
Had sex with someone not known well: 0 
Used marijuana: 1 
Used cocaine: 0 
Damaged or destroyed public or private property: 0 
Shoplifted: 0 

1 

The Girls of Metal 

The "absence" ofgirlsj-om mascu2inist subcultures is not very surprising. 
These subcultuves in someform or other explore and celebrate masculinity, and 
as such evmhrally relegate girls to a subordinate place within them. They reflect 
the sexism of the outside world. 

-Michael Brake, Comparafive Youth Culture 

Heavy metal is largely a male domain. The performers as well as the fans 
are predominantly male, and, as described in Chapter 1, there are ele- 
ments of the subculture that are distinctively related to maleness and 
manhood. In particular, the concert scene exalts traditionally male virtues 
of toughness and aggressiveness (through the music as well as through 
slamdancing). More generally the high-sensation intensity of the music 
appeals more to males, with their generally higher appetites for sensation. 

However, there are also adolescent girls whose sensation-seeking ten- 
dencies are high enough for heavy metal music to appeal to them. 
Furthermore, the alienation that draws so many of the boys to heavy metal 
also exists among some girls, and they too, find an ideological home in the 
subculture of heavy metal. In this chapter on the girls of heavy metal,l we 
shall see that in many respects they share similarities with the male metal- 
heads. Like the boys, the allure of heavy metal for girls includes not only 
the high-sensation qualities of the music, but also their admiration for the 
prowess of heavy metal musicians and the dream of involving themselves 
in the world of heavy metal performance in one way or another. Also, the 
alienation from family school, and religion that is common among the boys 
is also common among girls who like heavy metal, and they are drawn to 
heavy metal because it both expresses and alleviates their alienation. 

However, they differ from the boys jn some important ways. Sexual is- 
sues are involved in the appeal of heavy metal for girls, as they often be- 
come involved in it through a boyfriend or because of the sexual attrac- 
tion they feel for the performers or fans. Also, as girls they have an 
additional source of alienation in the exploitation and denigration of 
women that sometimes takes place in American society-and in some 
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heavy metal songs. Many of them are aware that girls are a small and not 
always respected minority in the world of heavy metal, and they struggle 
to reconcile their enthusiasm for heavy metal with their sense of being not 
quite welcome in that world. 

The allure of heavy metal: 
The girls' view 

For the most part, the girls sound remarkably similar to the boys when 
they talk about the appeal of heavy metal. Just as for the boys, the pri- 
mary themes are the high-sensation pleasures of the music, admiration 
for the skill of the performers, and their sense of identification with the 
alienation expressed in the songs. 

The novelty and intensity of the songs appeal to high sensation-seeking 
girls, just as to high sensation-seeking boys. Holly said she became inter- 
ested in Metallica's music because "the way it sounded was different than 
anything else." She contrasted this with "the traditional love songs," 
which are "all the same, over and over again." Karen said she likes heavy 
metal for "the heaviness of it. I like the loudness of it, basically." Christine 
likes the way the bass guitar, "if it's really loud, kind of affects your heart- 
beat and stuff." Girls who like heavy metal rate themselves as higher in 
sensation seeking on the kinds of items described in Table 4.1, compared 
to other girls.2 

Many of the girls also admire the musical expertise of the performers. 
"It's very intricate music," said Nina. "It's very difficult. You really have 
to practice to be good at it. The musicians are extremely talented." A sur- 
prisingly high proportion of the girls (37 percent) aspire to a career in- 
volving music, either as a performer or in some other respect. This pro- 
portion is much higher than the girls in the comparison group (5 percent), 
and it is equal to the proportion of the male metalheads (36 percent) aspir- 
ing to music-oriented careers (see Chapter 5). What makes it surprisingly 
high among the girls is that currently so few females are employed in the 
heavy metal "business." Virtually all of the performers are male, and the 
production, distribution, and administrative aspects of the business are 
also dominated by men.3 Girls like Shanelle hope to break in anyway. 

I would really like to work for a record company doing something serious: 
promotion, maybe managing. It's a big dream, because girls don't get into that 
very easily, and you haye to be taken seriously, and there aren't too many posi- 
tions open. I'd prefer to be in a band, but that's kind of a dream thing. 

Several of the girls mentioned other artistic aspirations. Connie hoped 
to open an art store. Christine saw herself "living in a farm in a kind of 
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Afemale fan andfriend. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 

artists' communityf' in ten years. Amy believed her destiny was as a 
''starving artist, possibly an illustrator." Holly said that in ten years she 
would "probably be dead on the street if I'm not doing something with 
art 1 like drawing, sculpture, painting, photography, performing, and 
theater arts." Thus part of the allure of heavy metal for girls may be that it 
represents an alternative way of life, one that is more creative and uncon- 
ventional than the lifestyle offered in the mainstream A m ~ r i r a n  m;JJl- 
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class. This is also evident in the aspirations of the boys (for example, 
Reggie, whose profile precedes Chapter 7). 

However, what distinguishes the girls from the boys in their attraction 
to heavy metal is that for the girls, sexual and romantic elements are in- 
volved. Several of them said they had become interested in heavy metal 
through a boyfriend who was a metalhead. "He was a musician, and he 
was in a band," Nina said of her former boyfriend. "[Heavy metal] was 
the most important thing to him, and that's how it became a very impor- 
tant part of my life." Many of them mentioned the attractiveness of the 
performers and/or the fans in explaining why they liked heavy metal. 
Jennifer had become interested through seeing heavy metal videos on 
MTV. "I noticed, God, these guys are kind of attractive, in a weird sort of 
way, and that's how I started listening to it." She had met her current 
boyfriend at a concert. 

Going to a concert puts them in a situation where they are surrounded 
by available young men. Often, they go with a group of males. Connie 
said the group who went to a recent concert consisted of "myself and five 
guys. I was the only girl." The reason for this is that not many girls like 
metal. "More often I go with a guy," said Jean, "because most of my girl- 
friends don't get into it." If they do go with a girlfriend, it may be with 
the hope of meeting boys. Lynn preferred to go to concerts without her 
boyfriend, so she could enjoy flirting with other young men there. "If I 
have a boyfriend, I won't go to a concert with him. There are some good- 
looking guys there!" she said. Sarah had a similar view: "Sometimes I go 
with just a girlfriend of mine, especially if we feel like scoping on the hot 
men." Some of them spoke of dressing to attract. "We try new looks for 
concerts," said Kelly. "We'll call each other and say, 'I have this new look 
for my hair, we can try this or that."' 

It is important to note, however, that the girls are deeply divided on the 
idea of the heavy metal concert as a place for meeting males. Many of the 
girls like going to concerts for the same reasons as the boys: to enjoy the 
high-sensation spectacle of it and admire the prowess of the musicians. 
There are some who dress to attract boys and go with the hope and inten- 
tion of meeting them, and others who despise the girls whom they see as 
too blatant in their sexual display. Karen said she usually goes to concerts 
with men because "the metal women that dress up, I wouldn't want to 
hang around them anyway." Shanelle put it most strongly: 

The bimbos [at concerts] are disgusting. Girls who go dressed like that to 
heavy metal concerts, wear their little short skirts up to here when they know 
there's gonna be some guy behind her putting his hand up her skirt, you're 
asking for trouble. I mean, you can dress up nice, but get a clue. I would never 
dress like that. [Why do they do it?] Attention. Serious attention. Honestly, I 
think a lot of girls that I've known who dress like that, and in my opinion are a 

Mosf of the girls don't mind that the ratio of boys to girls at concerts is heavily in favor 
of the boys. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 

bunch of sleazebags, they were not raised properly, or their parents wouldn't 
let them walk out of the house like that. Some of the guys are really cute, so I 
can see why they would want to attract them, and it works. They're the ones 
going home with someone, and I'm not. 

Alienation in the lives of the girls 

The alienation that is so vivid in the lives of the boys is also present in the 
lives of the girls. It has some of the same sources for the girls as it does for 
the boys: tenuous or conflicted attachments to family, school, and reli- 
gion. The girls, like the boys, see heavy metal as an expression of their 
alienation, and also as a way of relieving it. However, the girls have an 
important source of alienation that the boys do not: their sense that they 
may face exploitation and denigration simply for being female. 

The girls spoke of estrangement frqm their parents in stories similar to 
those of the boys. "Me and my dad cannot be talking without fighting," 
said Lynn. 'We just do not agree on anything. I mean, if it's dinner we'll 
argue about how something is supposed to be made. We'll argue about 
what time a TV show's sllnnns~d tn ho nn T m--- -A-- :--A ----" ' 



144 The girls of metal 

gether without fighting." Overall, female metalheads reported more trou- 
bled family relationships on a questionnaire concerning family relation- 
ships, compared to other girls.4 For them as for the boys, divorce was 

I sometimes an important source of alienation. "When my dad moved out 
I it was pretty hard; all my grades went down," said Anne. In the aftermath 
1 she harbors a great deal of anger and resentment toward him. "He's an 

idiot," she said of her father, who has a Ph.D. in chemistry. "He's childish 
and immature. We don't get along. I don't like my dad and he doesn't like 

I me, and we're happy that way." 
At least as much as for the boys, heavf metal is a source of conflict be- 

, tween the girls and their parents. Part of this, as for the boys, results from 
I the fact that the high-sensation qualities of heavy metal that appeal so 

much to some adolescents are the very qualities that their parents find 
disagreeable.5 "My parents never liked any sort of loud music," said 
Kristin. "They yell at me to lower it and stuff, because they can't really see 
it as music; they just see it as noise." Hannah said that her mother objects 
to heavy metal because "anything that's not Perry Como is too much for 
her." Like the parents of boys, the parents of girls are rarely successful in 
their efforts to discourage their children's involvement in the music or the 
subculture. Shanelle said that her mother "was not happy" about her en- 
thusiasm for heavy metal, "but she learned to live with it after a while, 
because I told her, 'This is me, take it or leave it.'" Connie said that her 
parents "just kind of look at it and sigh and walk away. Occasionally my 
dad will walk in and I'll be watching 'Headbanger's Ball' [on MTV]. He'll 
just stand and look at it for a while and then he'll give me this weird look 
and walk away." 

The girls, like the boys and many other American students, consider 
school to be a dreary duty. Kristin described school as "pretty confining. I 
think it's good to learn, but it's not very realistic and sometimes it's not 
very encouraging either." Amy said that she does well in school, "but it's 
more of an obligation. Usually I find it very easy, but some of the stuff 
gets really pointless. My favorite times of the day are before school and 
after school, because that's when I hang around with my friends." Being 
with friends is the one consolation school provides. "I like it because my 
friends are there," said Sharon. "And I hate it because I'm not interested 
in schoolwork." "I like classes for who's in the classes, not for what we do 
in the classes," said Tracy. "I like classes my friends are in.'' 

The girls also echoed the boys in their rejection of organized religion. 
They were more likely than girls in the comparison group to describe 
themselves as agnostics or atheists,b and even when they described 
themselves as religious or "spiritual" it was usually in an unorthodox 
way. Their pluralism and relativism make them regard all organized re- 

I ligion as equally remote and irrelevant to their lives. Shanelle said, "I 
don't have a religion, because I don't know exactly what each religion 

I 
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believes in." "I don't say it's wrong," said Karen, "but there's so many 
people that believe in so many different gods, how can there be just 
one?" Christine declared herself an agnostic. "I was raised in a Jewish 
family but I don't consider myself Jewish now because I don't believe 
in Judaism or any other organized religion. I think there's truth in al- 
most all religions, but I also think there's a lot of misguided lessons in 
all of them." 

They also see organized religion as threatening intolerable restraints on 
their individualism.7 Tina said she believes in God, "but I don't believe in 
organized religion. I think you can worship God and be religious without 
someone saying you have to do this and this and this." Sarah said that 
she believes in God, "but I don't like having rules and regulations of 'you 
can't do this' and 'you can't do that."' In addition, they see organized reli- 
gion as corrupt and hypocritical. Tracy said she considers herself "a spiri- 
tual person. I believe there's a God and everything, but personally I'd just 
rather not go to church. I think it's kind of hypocritical." For Nina, al- 
though she was raised in the Catholic reiigion, she no longer considers 
herself part of it because "I think with the Catholic church, there is cor- 
ruption in everything. It really saddens me to see that the Catholic church 
is hypocritical. There's a lot of corruption and dirt there." 

Alienation and heavy metal: 
The girls' view 

Although the girls' interest in heavy metal often begins with a boyfriend 
who likes the music or with their sexual attraction to heavy metal per- 
formers or fans, many of them also respond to the message of alienated 
individualism that is expressed in heavy metal songs. Amy, for example, 
admired the defiantly individualistic quality of Metallica's early work: 
"It's sort of like We're going to do it our way. You can't tell us what to do 
because we know what's right for us.'" Several of the girls contrasted 
heavy metal songs with other, more superficial kinds of songs. "Heavy 
metal songs make so much more sense than a dance song," said Jean. 
Kristin said that heavy metal "has a lot of feeling to it, you know. I don't 
find it to be full of shit." The songs take on serious, important topics. 
"[Heavy metal] songs tend to be more about real stuff," said Heidi. 

The same paradoxical effect described by the boys was described by 
the girls. Heavy metal songs reaffirm their sense that the world is a hope- 
less mess, but at the same time the songs comfort them by confirming that 
they are not alone in their disillusionment. "It usually makes me feel bet- 
ter when I'm feeling cynical about the state of the world," said Christine. 
"It somehow kind of reassures my own beliefs and makes me feel like I'm 
not the onlv one who feels that ~ ~ r a ~ r  anrl th-+ nth-- ----I- - - ' . 
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write songs about it." They find comfort and consolation in hearing 
someone else express .the alienation and loneliness that they feel but 
sometimes have difficulty expressing. "It makes me feel better because 
I'm not the only one that thinks like this and there's other people out 
there," said Karen. "If they can write a song that can say exactly what I 
was trying to think, then obviously I'm not the only one that thinks some- 
thing like that." 

Heavy metal not only provides this consolation to them, it also purges 
their anger and sadness. Sixty-three percent of them said they listen to 
heavy metal especially when they are angry or sad, and nearly all of these 
girls-close to half of all female metalheads-said the music had a cathar- 
tic effect, soothing them and calming them down. The language they 
used to describe it was similar to that of the boys. "When I'm pissed off I 
listen to it a lot," said Sharon. "It's the only way I can release my tension 
without hitting something. . . . It puts me in a better mood if I'm mad. 
Because I can listen to it, and calm down, and I'll be OK." Shanelle said 
she listens to metal because of "the aggression. Everybody needs to get it 
out. That's how I think kids do it. That's how I do it." Joanne described 
how heavy metal intensifies her anger, then sweeps it away. "If I'm in a 
bad mood, sometimes I listen to it. It gets me more angry, but by the time 
I'm done listening to it, it gets my anger out." Anne listed the moods that 
lead her to listen to metal and used a creative analogy to describe the ef- 
fect. "Anger, fright, sadness, extreme sadness, boredom. If I'm really mad, 
it will alleviate some of that anger. It's like what a masseuse does on your 
back to loosen up the muscles. It's just pounding it in. It relaxes me. It al- 
leviates some of the tension." Rather than being a cause of aggressive or 
reckless behavior, heavy metal is more likely to be an alternative to it for 
the girls, as it is for the boys.8 "It's good for blowing off steam. Instead of 
yelling and throwing things, you can turn something up really loud," 
said Heidi. "Sometimes if I'm hyper or something it'll help me calm 
down. I mean, they can scream and curse and say all these things that I 
would never say or never do, but they can do it and I can listen." 

In addition to the sources of alienation they share with the boys, the 
girls have a source of alienation that the boys do not: The treatment of 
women in what they see as a male-dominated world. Ironically, the girls 
see certain heavy metal songs as prime examples of and contributors to 
contempt and disrespect toward women. As noted in the song analysis 
contained in Chapter 3, male-female themes are relatively rare in heavy 
metal songs, but when females do appear in the songs they are frequently 
described with anger, fear, and exploitation. However, the bands the girls 
seem to have in.mind when they are critical of heavy metal's depiction of 
women are bands that the boys often see as "poseurs," the "glam rock" or 
"glam metal" bands, or as practitioners of hard rock-in any case, bands 
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that are not true heavy metal bands. Amy made the distinction explicit. "I 
really dislike songs [that portray women negatively], but I find mostly 
that it's less in heavy metal that that happens, than it is in like rap or glam 
rock. It makes me mad when that's classified as heavy metal because 
there's an attitude with heavy metal . . . the honesty and stuff . . . and 
these bands just do not have it; they're out there to make a buck, or 
they're out there to get girls." Karen was among several girls who made it 
clear that glam metal is not the type of metal they listen to. "Most of the 
stuff that I listen to, there aren't any videos with women, there aren't any 
songs against women or whatever. The bands like that, I think I kind of 
more laugh it off because I try to think of where the source came from and 
think Well, look at you. You look like a woman and you're calling me 
names and saying bad things about me. Obviously you have problems to 
be saying stuff like that"' 

Karen could dismiss it like this, even laugh it, but many of the other 
girls reacted with outrage and resentment. The vehemence of many of the 
girls on this topic was striking. Tina said she found Guns N' Roses 
"downright filthy. They're vulgar, and gross, and dirty, and they sing 
nasty songs. I just personally hate them. They're vile and repulsive. . . . I 
don't think it's good for young boys to grow up in this, and even worse, 
young females listen to this. How are they going to grow up and let them- 
selves be treated? The female is portrayed as some sex toy, that's all there 
is." Nina also worried about the effects of such songs on young people. 
"Women are not taken seriously among a lot of heavy metal bands. Like 
the big-hair bands [that is, glam metal or hard rock bands], they just por- 
tray women very cheaply, really disrespectfully.. . . It gets me really , 

afraid when I see people cheering at some of the lyrics, especially people 
my age and younger. I think for younger people, it could have an effect 
on how they treat women in the future." Kristin was more angry than 
afraid: "Any metal video I've ever seen, it's just tits and ass; that's like all 
that it is. The metal boys from high school who are sitting back watching 
these videos, they're probably going to get some twisted image of 
women, completely idealized and ridiculous. . . . Somebody should shoot 
Ax1 Rose in the knee." 

Other girls struggled with their recognition that some heavy metal 
songs have exploitative portrayals of women, and they simultaneously 
criticized such songs and excused them. Jennifer exemplified this struggle: 

A lot of bands [denigrate women], but it's just been a part of the way people 
think for so long, that probably they're not thinking about it. But they're not 
helping it any by not thinking about it. Maybe they do contribute to it. I guess 
sometimes I take offense, and other times I don't. . . . If they put women in 
their videos who look a certain way that's fine, because these women did not 
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have to agree to it, either. A lot of people will say, "Look how they demoralize 
women by putting them in their videos." But they didn't have to agree to be in 
the videos, so they are both to blame. 

Other girls tried to explain the exploitation of women in some heavy 
metal songs by observing that the exploitation of women is simply a per- 
vasive fact of life. Sally said metal songs were no worse than most other 
songs. "I think every song is [antiwomen]. I mean, every fucking rap song 
is." To Nina, the portrayal of women in metal songs was simply a reflec- 
tion of reality. "I think +e world is antiwomen. There is so much in every- 
day life that I come across. I think it is a male-dominated world and I 
think it will always be that way." 

For girls, then, heavy metal is a source of alienation as well as a source 
of relief from it. Although some heavy metal relieves their alienation and 
provides a consoling expression for it, some of the songs and bands on 
the fringes of heavy metal, especially the glam metal bands that are closer 
to hard rock, also deepen their alienation and confirm their sense that the 
adult world they are about to enter is a grim and perilous place. 

Girls and boys 

Girls tend to be on the periphery of youth subcultures? and this is partic- 
ularly true of the heavy metal subculture. Classroom surveys,'o including 
the one used in this study, indicate that fewer girls than boys like heavy 
metal. As noted here and in Chapter 1, heavy metal concerts are attended 
almost entirely by boys, although this can be part of the attraction for the 
girls who do attend. In part, the greater appeal of heavy metal for boys re- 
flects higher average levels of sensation seeking among boys.11 Heavy 
metal appeals only to people who have a high tendency for sensation 
seeking. Because beys, in general, are higher than girls in sensation seek- 
ing, more boys are in this category and more boys like heavy metal. 

Does the greater appeal of heavy metal for boys also reflect greater 
alienation among boys as compared to girls? There is no simple answer to 
this question. Generalizations about gender usually oversimphfy, and 
they obscure more than they illuminate. Comparing one half of the hu- 
man population to the other half inevitably glosses over the enormous 
variability that exists within each half. 

The question is difficult to answer, and perhaps there is no point in 
answering it. Perhaps it is enough to state that alienation is pervasive 
among American adolescents, male and female alike. Boys are more likely 
to be attracted to heavy metal, because they are higher in sensation seek- 
ing, and heavy metal music provides high-sensation expression and relief 
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I for their alienation. But many girls, too, suffer from a sense of isolation 
and loneliness. Many girls, too, are alienated from socializing institutions 
of family, community, school, and religion. Because of the radically indi- 
vidualistic nature of their socialization, many young people of each gen- 
der are moving into adulthood poorly prepared for the demands of im- 
pulse control, mutual obligation, and self-regulation that are inherent in 
adult roles. This topic will be explored further in the final chapter. 



1 P R O F I L E  

Barry had long, curly, nicely groomed black hair. His features 
were dark; during the interview he said he was mainly of 
Peruvian and Italian ancestry, with some Irish and Polish as well. 
He had a muscular build, which was accented by the sleeveless 
black shirt he was wearing. It looked like he had not shaved in a 
while; there was maybe a week's worth of growth to his beard, all 
of it jet black. 

There was a fierce intensity about him. He spoke emphatically 
and passionately about everythmg that came up in the interview, 
as if he contained a tremendous energy that surfaced no matter 
what the topic. He was intelligent and thoughtful. However, he 
also seemed restless and erratic, as if he were barely in control of 
the energy he possessed. 

His life was in disarray. He had been fired from his job that mom- 
ing. During the past week he had either missed work or arrived late 
nearly every day, and when he arrived late again that day the boss 
fired him. His mother had gone out of town for the week, and in her 
absence he had gone on a spree of alcohol and drug use that left 
him in no condition to work each morning. He had taken "uppers" 
until late at night, "downers" to make him sleep, then "uppers" to 
get him up again. The result was that "I would get too screwed up 
and then I'd sleep past the time I was supposed to wake up." 

By "downers," he explained, he meant alcohol and marijuana; the 
"upper" he used was cocaine. He seemed to recognize that he had a 
problem controlling his substance use, although he did not see him- 
self as being dependent on drugs. "I don't feel that I have a drug ad- 
diction problem," he said. "I just feel I have a problem with trying 
to control myself, of when I'm going to do it and when I'm not." 

He had come to rely on the drugs to relax him and help him un- 
wind. 

The downer before the bedtime is @st kind ofa nice thing for me to sit 
back and enjoy. [What kind of feeling does it induce?] It induces 
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the feeling of complete relaxation, and you can deal with your problems 
when you wake up. [Do you like to feel that way before you go to I 

bed?] Yeah. I like tofeel completely relaxed. . . . I enjoy it because it se- 
riously relieves m y  stress. 

As in his working life, his personal relationships were in serious 
disorder. His relationships with both of his parents had been 
badly damaged by their divorce about a year ago. His description 
illustrates the way children often find themselves beleaguered 
emotionally in the aftermath of their parents' divorce: 

They never got along and they got divorced about a year ago. They still 
aren't getting along. . . . Ever since then, m y  dad's been in a really bad 
depression . . . he's real bad. And m y  mom's kind of on the wigged-out 
side right now, She's t y i n g  to get her life pulled back togethev. . . . So I 
get caught in  the middle because m y  mom will nag nag nag to me, and 
then m y  dad will be like ',I'm so depressed. This is going wrong and 
this is going wrong," and I'm like "Dad, I can't help you." 

He had a girlfriend until recently, but they broke up. The experi- 
ence had soured him on romance for a long time to come. "I was 
living with her for about eight months; oh man, that was hell," he 
said. "After it was over, I decided that was it; I don't want a rela- 
tionship right now. . . . I haven't gone out with anyone steady 
since then, and I really don't want to either. Now, when I'm forty 
or something, maybe I can do it again." What made the experience 
so unpleasant for him was the way he felt she tried to restrict him. 
"I'm eighteen years old, and I've got better things to do than listen 
to somebody who's going to nag nag nag about every little thing 
you do." For example, she expected him to go to bed at the same 
time she did and became angry when he would not. 

His sense of chafing under the restrictions that others imposed 
on him was a theme that came up often in the interview. It was 
one of the reasons he disliked school. "It was very aggravating to 
me because I didn't like people saying 'This is it, and this is what 
you're going to do.'" His relationship with his parents had been 
high in conflict earlier in his teens because of the rules they at- 
tempted to impose. They did not like his earring, or his long hair, 
or the way he was drifting from one job to another. His relation- 
ship with his father had been especially troubled. "My dad, when 
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I first got my ear pierced and started letting my hair grow out, he 
really ragged on me; he came down real hard on me. . . . I would 
go through jobs once a week or something, and he got real disap- 
pointed with that and he ragged on me real bad for it. . . . For a 
while, we wouldn't talk, we didn't like each other." 

He also saw his older sister as attempting to oppress him. "She 
just doesn't approve of anything I do," he said. "Nothing at all. 
She sits there and says 'The only reason I'm saying this is because 
I care about you,' and I said, 'If you have the littlest feeling of care 
in your body for me, you would not sit there and rag on me all the 
time.' Her ragging on me, it's not her trying to guide me; it's her 
ragging on me." 

When he talked about religion, too, the theme of intolerable re- 
striction on his self-expression emerged. 

Maybe there is a god, but I feel I cannot sit here on this earth and live 
m y  life by him because I'dfeel I'd miss out on so much. l f I  started being 
religious, I just have a feeling it would take away a lot of the s t u f f h a t  I 
feel happy and comfortable with. I feel like it would control m y  life. I f  
you start going to church and you start listening, they're saying "This 
is a sin and this is a sin clnd this is a sin. " You know, "premarital sex is 
a sin. Going out and having a good time drinking under age is a sin. " 
Just all kinds of stuff is a sin, but all that stuff1 enjoy, and it would just 
take all that away. . . . Ifthere is a god, I don'tfeel that he would want to 
restrict all thatfmm me. Because that's basically almost a miserable l i f .  

He saw heavy metal songs as expressions of his own views on 
the desirability of living a highly individualized life. "I think what 
they're doing with heavy metal is, they're making a voice. And I 
think it's just saying 'Don't be like everybody else. There's ways to 
be different and still live."' The songs reinforced and legitimized 
his resistance to the pressure he felt from others to comply with 
social conventions. "Heavy metal is kind of a way for me to sit 
down and say 'Well, I'm not the only one fighting back.'" 

Barry had numerous difficulties in love and work, but he saw 
the problems of his life as extending entirely from others' attempts 
to restrain him rather than from his own incapacity for self-re- 
straint. He had arrived on the threshold of adulthood dangerously 
ill-equipped for the kind of self-regulation and future planning re- 
quired for most kinds of adult success. Even for his fervently held 
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dream of becoming a heavy metal star, he was reluctant to make 
any kind of systematic plan. 

[What do you see yourself doing in ten years?] I don't really like 
to live for thefuture. I like to live "Here I am today." I would really en- 
joy moving out to LA. or Boston and being in a heavy metal band. I 
would really like to do that, but I'm not going to set too many goals be- 
cause right now, I'm here today, and I may die tonight or something. 
So I've got to just go out and do what I've got to do today. I do look 
into thefuture somewhat because I know that it will get here maybe 
eventually, but I just don't plan on it. 

I Summary profile: Barry 
1 Age: 18 

Race: White 
Education: dropped out in 9th grade 
Current occupation: framer (at photography store) 
Father's occupation: manager, soft drink bottling company 
Mother's occupation: real estate property manager 
Family background: adopted when six weeks old, parents divorced one year ago 
Spent most of childhood in: Atlanta 
Number of heavy metal recordings owned: 250-300 
Favorite heavy metal groups: Dokken 

1 Goals in ten years: play in heavy metal band, or own construction company 
Political orientation: "pissed off" 
Religious orientation: atheist 
Hobbies/leisure preferences: playing guitar 
Number oftimes in past year: 

Driven a car under the influence of alcohol: 2-5 
Driven a car over 80 miles per hour: >50 
Driven a car greater fhan 20 mph over speed limit: >50 
Had sex without contraception: >10 
Had sex with someone not known well: 2-5 
Used marijuana: , >10 
Used cocaine: >10 

Heavy Metal Music, 
Individualism, and 
Adolescent Alienation 

This book has focused on the lives of American adolescent boys, and the 
portrait of adolescent life presented in the previous chapters is likely to 
disturb anyone who cares deeply about adolescents, indeed anyone who 
cares deeply about the current and future state of American society. There 
are millions of adolescent heavy metal fans in the United States, and there 
may be millions of other adolescents who do not care for the music but 
who sympathize with the ideology of alienation. Heavy metal fans (such 
as the adolescents described in the previous chapters) are an extreme 
group, but they provide stark and startling examples of sentiments 
shared, to some degree, by many American adolescents. As we have seen, 
many of them are profoundly alienated from the institutions that have 
formed the bedrock of American society for over 200 years: from their 
families, from their schools, from their communities, and from political 
and religious institutions. Perhaps their one salient connection to their 
culture is that they share the cultural belief system of individualism-but 
they take it to such an extreme that it becomes hyperindividualism' and 
another facet of their alienation. 

Such profound and pervasive alienation among many American ado- 
lescents suggests that the process of socializing them into their culture 
has failed in serious ways. When socialization works, it leads children to 
embrace the ways of their culture so that, by the end of adolescence, they 
consider the ways of their culture to be their own ways.2 When it works 
their culture becomes the prism though which experience enters their 
hearts and minds; it helps them organize their experience and give it co- 
herence and meaning. Alienation is a sign that it has not worked, that 
they consider the ways of their culture to be alien to their personal identi- 
ties, that they have rejected the prism for understanding life that their cul- 
ture has held out to them. 

This is a precarious state for adolescents to be in as they stand at the 
threshold of adulthood, preparing to enter an adult society they do not re- 
spect and do not really consider to be their own. In this chapter we exam- 
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ine the consequences of individualistic socialization for adolescents reach- 
ing the transition to adulthood. 

The ultimate source of alienation 

In previous chapters we have explored a variety of sources of adoles- 
cer? alienation, including damaged or absent ties to family, commu- 
nity, school, and religion. Heavy metal music has been discussed 
mostly as a reflection and expression of their alienation, although it is 
also true that heavy metal music, and the heavy metal subculture 
many adolescents are part of, legitimizes their alienation and in doing 
so may reinforce and strengthen it. But even if there were no heavy 
metal at all, adolescent alienation in American society would still exist 
in formidable proportions. If heavy metal did not exist, adolescents 
would have to invent it, or some comparable way of declaring their 
alienation. 

Far more important than heavy metal music, as a source of adolescent 
alienation, is our cultural ideology of individualism, which has had con- 
sequences that its original proponents did not intend and most of its con- 
temporary proponents do not even realize. In its original form individu- 
alism was conceived as a liberation of individuals from the oppressive 
restrictions of the state, particularly restrictions on how they might prac- 
tice religion. Arguably the American experiment with individualism suc- 
ceeded admirably in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth cen- 

. turies, for those able to take advantage of the liberties it offered.3 The 
country thrived and expanded, and people immigrated to the United 
States from all over the world, many of them drawn by the promise of 
greater individual freedoms. 

However, individualism also thrived and expanded during this time, 
and freedom from state coercion became freedom from religious coer- 
cion, which in turn became freedom from religious obligations, then 
freedom from obligations to community and even to family. If individu- 
alism was a good thing, the reasoning seemed to run, then more of it 
must be even better. In the twentieth century, and particularly after 
World War II, individualism swung to an extreme of hyperindividual- 
ism. The cultural ideal became the person who could completely ignore 
social influences, whether from the government, organized religion, the 
community, or the family, and live a life of unrestrained independence 
and self-expression. 

This remains the American cultural ideal,4 even though the problems in 
American society-particularly in the lives of adolescents-have 
mounted during the half-century hyperindividualism has risen to dorni- 
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nance. Although many people from all quarters of American life would 
agree that adolescent alienation and related problems have increased dra- 
matically during this time, fewer see a cultural ideal of hyperindividual- 
ism as the ultimate source of the problems. Instead, the causes cited range 
from poor job prospects for adolescents as they enter adulthood, to the 
breakdown of the family, to heavy metal music and other media. There 
are even those who claim that adolescent alienation in our time results 
from too much adult involvement in the lives of adolescents rather than 
too little, that is, from not enough free rein for adolescent self-expression.5 

I disagree, of course, and I think the simplest and clearest test of the 
different views is in cross-cultural and historical comparisons. As the 
cultural comparisons presented in the previous chapters have shown, 
many other cultures are far more narrow in their socialization than we 
are, guiding the development of adolescents far more carefully and 
tightly than we do. Yet they have less adolescent alienation and fewer 
adolescent problems, not more."imilarly, few people will dispute that 
within American society socialization has broadened over the past half- 
century and that there are fewer adult-directed demands and restric- 
tions on adolescents now than before. Yet adolescent alienation has bur- 
geoned during this time, and adolescent problems have escalated, not 
diminished. 

Perhaps one reason we have failed to recognize individualism as the 
ultimate source of adolescent alienation is that not all of the conse- 
quences of individualism, even hyperindividualism, are negative ones; 
some of the consequences are in fact highly desirable. Individualism 
encourages individual development in a way that, for some, brings out 
individual talents and allows them to express themselves in ways that 
are creative and original. We have seen some of these benefits in the 
previous chapters, in the lives of boys who have formed creative, 
thoughtful ideas about politics and religion and who are pursuing un- 
usual career paths. Recall Reggie's vigorous and witty defense of his re- 
ligious skepticism. Recall the prospective career paths of some of the 
other boys profiled: Mark, who hopes to become a marine biologist and 
work for Greenpeace, or Lew, who wants to create a horror opera 
blending heavy metal and theater. However, even as we appreciate the 
creativity that individualism allows, we should not overlook the cost it 
exacts in the lives of many adolescents: profoufid alienation, loneliness, 
a sense of disconnection from all others, and a potentially problematic 
transition to adulthood. Below, we consider the consequences of indi- 
vidualism for adolescents' transition to adulthood, focusing on conse- 
quences with regard to the three goals of socialization introduced in 
Chapter 2: self-regulation, preparaIion for adult roles, and providing 
sources of meaning. 



1 

158 Heavy metal music, individualism, and alienation 

! Consequences of individualism: 
Self-regulation and preparation 

I 
I for adult roles 

By the time of the transition to adulthood the goals of self-regulation and 
preparation for adult roles are intimately related because the capacity for 
self-regulation, for impulse control, is required for the performance of 
adult roles. Even the American majority culture, with its cultural belief 
system of individualism, has certain no&s and expectations for adult 
roles that require people to modlfy their individualism to some degree. 
This is because norms and expectations of some kind are inherent in adult 
roles. By definition, filling a role means trimming your impulses to some 
extent, in order to conform to the requirements inherent in the role. The 
two key areas of adult roles in every culture are love and work,7 and both 
inevitably require limitations on the egoistic desires of the individual. The 
implication of this is that socialization according to a belief system of in- 
dividualism may be misguided. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to 
say that though it works well for many, it has failed for young people of 
the kind we have been listening to throughout this book. For such young 
people, socialization that exalts an extreme form of individualism brings 
them into adulthood without the self-regulation that is necessary to per- 
form adult roles successfully. 

In love, taking the role of a partner in an intimate love relationship re- 
quires the capacity to limit your sexual impulses and focus them on a par- 
ticular person.8 It also requires limiting your egoism, particularly if you 
and the other person live in the same household. There are many small 
decisions to be made in the course of daily living, and successful partners 
learn to compromise and sacrifice on behalf of one another, with the trust 
that the compromises and sacrifices will be mutual and will contribute to 
the long-term happiness of them both. If one or both partners refuse to 
limit their own desires for the sake of the other, the relationship is un- 
likely to survive for long. However, some of the children raised in a cul- 
ture that exalts individualism may be ill-prepared for such limitations 
when they reach adulthood, even if observing those limitations would 
promote their own long-term interests. 

Among the boys I interviewed for the study, it was remarkable how 
few of them had a steady girlfriend. No more than a handful had a grati- 
fying and enduring relationship with a young woman. In some cases, for 
example in the case of Barry, whose profile precedes this chapter, it was 
clear that this was at least partly due to a reluctance to make the kinds of 
compromises necessary for living together in an equal relationship (even 
the simple compromise of when to go to sleep). 
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The problem is not that they are not loving. They are capable of the 
strongest attachments; many of them have a good relationship with at 
least one parent, usually the mother, and nearly all of them have at least 
one close friend. However, their love relationships are most successful 
when the attachment is to someone who makes few or no demands on 
them. Parents are most likely to be loved and admired when they allow 
the boys to do whatever they like, without restraint Friends, too, are val- 
ued for the unconditional acceptance they offer. Potential love partners 
outside the family are unlikely to provide the same degree of freedom. 

Erik Erikson argued that learning the role of partner in a love relation- 
ship is crucial to development in young adulthood. Erikson described a 
central challenge for each part of a person's life, and in young adulthood 
the challenge is one of intimacy versus isolation.9 Young adulthood should 
be a time when a person forms a stable, intimate relationship with an- 
other person, outside the family of origin. The alternative, when this chal- 
lenge is not met successfully, is isolation. The isolation of many of the 
boys in this study is vivid-consider the cases of Jack, who at eighteen 
trusted no one; and Lew, who had no friends even among fellow metal- 
heads-and there is a danger that it may increase as they move into 
young adulthood. Friendships may prove to be harder to find and sustain 
as previous friends form intimate relationships; young adults incapable 
of intimacy may find themselves left behind, deepening further their 
alienation. The freedom promised by individualism may be a meager 
consolation by then. 

In work, too, role performance requires the capacity for self-regulation 
and the limitation of desire, qualities not cultivated in socialization that is 
highly individualistic. Most occupations involve a hierarchy of relation- 
ships where virtually every person involved is subordinate to at least one 
other person. Self-regulation is required in any hierarchy, because it en- 
ables people to comply with demands from those higher up even when 
they would prefer not to. Self-regulation also means refraining from plea- 
sures that interfere with the capacity to work. Recall Spencer, who lost his 
job because of a wild drunken adventure the night before he was to drive 
a moving van across the country, and Barry, who lost his job because his 
drug use caused him to oversleep on several consecutive mornings. 

I Work also requires self-regulation in the sense that there are few occu- 
pations that do not involve at least some tasks that are mundane or dis- 
agreeable. However, most metalheads are high-sensation seekers whose 
socialization has not provided them with constructive ways to control and 
direct their sensation-seeking desires. As a result, most typical jobs strike 

! them as a grim prospect. They demand something far more exciting and 
interesting than exists in most of the jobs likely to be available to them. 

1 In one sense this is refreshing. The occupations they aspire to are origi- 
I 
I nal, dynamic, and out of the ordinary, almost without exception: CIA 
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A stage diver plunges in. (Photo by Nick Romanenko) 

agent, writer, airplane pilot, actor-and, of course, heavy metal star. 
There is an inclination to admire them and wish them well in the pursuit 
of their youthful dreams. However, a troubling question soon asserts it- 
self: How will they react when their dreams clash with reality and they 
are forced to accept an occupation far less appealing to them than the life 
of a heavy metal star? Durkheim's war&ng rises again: that young people 
whose expectations for life are inflated beyond the capacity of the world 
to match them are in danger of becoming deeply alienated from the adult 
society they will soon be entering, with dire consequences for their own 
well-being and for the fate of their society. For the metalheads, whose 
heavy metal dreams are one of the few flames blazing now in the dark- 
ness of their alienation, the prospect that those flames will be extin- 
guished in the years to come, thus deepening further their already pro- 
found alienation, is chilling indeed. 

Consequences of individualism: 
Sources of meaning 

In addition to teaching self-regulation ind preparing young people for 
the requirements of adult roles, socialization typically provides the mem- 
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bers of a culture with common sources of meaning. Human beings have 
an existential dilemma that other animals do not have. We know we will 
die one day and we want to know what the significance of a human life is 
in light of human mortality.10 Human beings truly cannot live 'by bread 
aloner'-we want to understand the larger sigruficance of life; we want to 
know the meaning of it. 

Through socialization, cultures provide their members with sources of 
meaning. Typically this includes some kind of religious belief system that 
provides answers to vexing questions about the ultimate source of all life 
and the ultimate destination of the soul. However, sources of meaning are 
not limited to religious beliefs. They also include attachments to family, 
community, and perhaps tribe, nation, or other large groups. By identify- 
ing with these groups and developing a sense of interdependence with 
fellow members, people gain a sense of being a part of something that be- 
gan before they were born and will endure after they have gone. They 
also gain, in the present, a sense of mutual emotional security and sup- 
port with fellow group members. 

We have seen, in some detail, how little religious beliefs mean to many 
American adolescents. The Judeo-Christian beliefs of generations past 
seem remote to them, like a story one might find in a children's book but 
that no sensible person would actually believe. Often, organized religion 
is not merely irrelevant to them, it is an irritant, seen as a bastion of cor- 
ruption and hypocrisy a threat to unbridled individualism. Individual- 
ism itself is the foundation of their belief system, the prism through . 
which they make sense of things. But individualism does not provide an- 
swers to many of the most vexing existential questions. It simply says, 
"Find your own." 

The other sources of meaning common to many cultures-the interde- 
pendencies and attachments to others that most cultures provide-are 
also weak in American society. As we have seen, for many adolescents 
ties to others are few and are often problematic. A large portion of their 
alienation is simply loneliness; they are aware of the lack of meaningful 
attachments in their lives, and they suffer from it. One study indicates 
that American adolescents spend about 25 percent of their time alone, 
much of it brooding over their 1oneliness.ll 

Their sources of meaning in relation to others are lacking in another way, 
more subtle but perhaps more serious. Many of them make no important 
contributions to their families or communities. Although the majority of 
American adolescents are employed, the income from this employment typ- 
ically goes toward themselves and their leisure activities. They contribute 
little or nothing to common enterprises. In contrast, such contributions are a 
key source of meaning in most other cultures. One of the things that is evi- 
dent from cross-cultural studies of child development is how children in 

i 
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most cultures make important contributions to their families from the time 
they are quite young.12 This requires little coercion on the part of parents; for 
the most part, children are eager to learn how to do what adults and "big 
kids" are doing. From the time they are just toddlers, when they can barely 
walk and barely speak, they are modeling themselves after the behavior of 
adults and trying to involve themselves in their work. In fact, "play" for 
children in most cultures does not involve specially designed children's toys 
that have no connection to adult life, but some junior version of adult 

I work-"playing house," or working the ground with a child-sized hoe. 
By the time children in these cultures have reached even age eight or 

nine they are contributing important work to the family. There is a great 
sense of satisfaction, for these children, in being able to perform an im- 
portant role in the family, and their involvement in this work cultivates in 
them a sense of their responsibilities and mutual obligations to the other 
family members. By the time they reach adolescence their socialization 
has made interdependence, not independence, the primary value by 
which they live their daily lives, and their contribution to their families 
has become a central and reliable source of meaning. 

Adolescents in the United States spend far less time on household 
w work than adolescents in other cultures.13 American parents like to feel 

that by requiring little or nothing from their adolescents in the way of 
family responsibilities, they are respecting their individuality and treat- 
ing them as near-equals, as the psychologists recommend. It is the con- 
ventional wisdom in psychology that parents should treat children in 
their midteens as near-adults, as peers. This might indeed be good advice, 
if it meant requiring adult-like responsibilities out of them. In practice, 

I however, most often it means requiring virtually nothing out of them. 
This is hardly treating them as adults, or equals. What parent would tol- 

1 erate another adult in the household who contributed little in either 
money or labor? On the contrary, adolescents in many American house- 
holds are treated not like equal adults but like indulged guests. 

This is not a healthy arrangement, either for adolescents or their fami- 
lies. Having few responsibilities leaves them isolated and disconnected 
from the family and deprives them of an important source of meaning. In 
addition, it leaves them with little appreciation of the work that other 
family members contribute. It may also give them the sense that they are 
entitled to indulgence and that any requirement to contribute something 
to the household constitutes intolerable oppression. 

A recent study of how adolescents spend their time provides interest- 
ing insights into the distribution of household duties among adolescents 
and their parents.14 Family members carried beepers around and were 
signaled at random times during the day, at which points they would 
record what they were doing, with whom, their mood at the moment, and 
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other reflections. One notable conclusion of the study was that adoles- 
cents contribute very little of their time toward the household-far less 
than their fathers or (especially) their mothers, even when both parents 
work full time. Of the time adolescents spend at home, virtually all of it is 
spent on themselves, in grooming, listening to music, watching TV, and 
chatting on the phone. Furthermore, on the rare occasions when the 
beeper found them doing household work, it also found them in a foul 
mood. Being required to contribute work to the household seemed to irri- 
tate them tremendously. The authors concluded that "many of these ado- 
lescents, especially boys, felt little responsibility for their family's needs, 
and were therefore annoyed when asked to do their part" (pp. 99-100). 
Among the metalheads, recall how Rich taunted and defied his father 
when he was asked to mow the lawn. Small wonder that parents of ado- 
lescents often find it easier simply to do the tasks themselves than to 
struggle to persuade their adolescents to do them. 

Although American adolescents often complain and resist when their 
parents attempt to persuade them to make even a modest contribution to 
the household, this is not an inevitable consequence of asking adolescents 
to contribute work. There is nothing inherent in adolescent development 
that means they should naturally resist involvement in adult tasks, in 
spite of our cultural myths about the inevitability of adolescent rebel- 
liousness. On the contrq,  their resistance is the culmination of many 
years of a particular kind of cultural socialization, which is broad to the 
point of permissiveness. We know from observations around the world 
that there are many cultures in which adolescents do indeed reach near- 
adult status in work, and work alongside adults. There is no obstacle, in 
their intellectual or physical development, that would prevent adoles- 
cents from performing most work by the time they are in their late teens. 
In these cultures adolescent girls become nearly as adept as their mothers 
at caring for children and running a household; adolescent boys become 
nearly as adept as their fathers at cultivating crops, or hunting, or fishing, 
or whatever work it is that sustains the economy and is the basis for sur- 
vival.15 

The kind of skills required for adult work in an information-based econ- 
omy like that of the United States (and other postindustrial economies) 
take longer to acquire, and adolescents have not yet accumulated the 
knowledge required to perform many adult jobs. However, there is no 
reason why adolescents could not, and should not, do adult-like work 
within the family. Adolescents are certainly capable of caring for younger 
children, planning and preparing meals, keeping a household clean, and 
the other myriad tasks that are part of modem adult life. For adolescents 
who are employed, there is no reason why they could not commit part of 
their income toward the family. When adolescents do not contribute to the 
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family in American households, it is not because they cannot; it is because 
we will not teach them to value it and will not require it of them. 

American parents mean well, of course, in excusing adolescent children 
from the obligations of family life, but they may actually be doing their 
children a great disservice. This is not meant to blame the parents. As I ex- 
plained in Chapter 2, parents in all cultures draw their parenting prac- 
tices from their cultures. Furthermore, parents are only one source among 
many in their adolescents' socialization. The cultural belief system of in- 
dividualism pervades not only socialization in the family but also 
schools, communities, and the media. we have seen, in these pages, ex- 
amples of the futile efforts of parents who attempt to swim against the 
cultural tide of individualism but find their efforts swept under by it. 
However, most parents swim with rather than against the cultural tide of 
socializationl and for American parents, including the parents of most of 
the boys in this study, this means promoting their children's indepen- 
dence and individualism to the greatest extent possible. The consequence 
of this kind of socialization is not only pervasive self-centeredness among 
adolescents, but, for some, profound alienation. Ironically, although 
American parents intend to promote their children's self-esteem by en- 
couraging their independence from the family and making few demands 
on them for contributions to the family, the effect is sometimes the oppo- 
site of what they intended: Rather than gaining self-esteem, adolescents 
may suspect they are not useful or important anywhere, even in their 
own families. 

Some of them turn to heavy metal music as an alternative source of 
meaning and as an expression of the dearth of meaning in their lives. In 
Chapter 1 I discussed the significance of the heavy metal concert as a 
"manhood ritual" in the sense that, like other manhood rituals around the 
world, it contains elements of music, high-sensation intensity, physical 
strenuousness, and the celebration of common values and a common 
view of life. However, as I also noted, the heavy metal concert differs cru- 
cially from other manhood rituals in that it is not structured and directed 
by adults whose interest is in inducing the adolescents to accept and em- 
brace the values and norms of their culture. On the contrary, the metal- 
heads' participation in the heavy metal concert and the heavy metal sub- 
culture more generally leads them to reject rather than embrace adult 
values and norms. 

This is a consolation to them in their adolescence, and it is an important 
source of meaning. They feel alienated, estranged from their culture, but 
heavy metal turns alienation into a defiant celebration. There is a paradox 
here: The American majority culture exalts individualism, and yet the 
metalheads, who also exalt h~dividualism, reject that culture and feel 
alienated from it. The explanation for this is that many of the metalheads, 
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having grown up in such a culture, experience any restraint whatsoever 
as intolerable. Even an individualistic culture has certain norms and rules 
for behavior; otherwise there would be a complete collapse of social or- 
der. However, the metalheads, as well as many other adolescents growing 
up in the contemporary West, find even these minimal restrictions to be 
oppressive and unjust. It is a fulfillment of Durkheim's prophecy: For 
people who fail to develop the capacity for self-regulation, no amount of 
unrestraint will satisfy them. Reality itself appears as the last intolerable 
restraint, because their expectations become so high that nothing in the 
real world can match it. Alienation is the inevitable result. 

Heavy metal gives expression to their alienation, but ultimately it is un- 
likely to prove reliable as a source of meaning. It might be tempting to 
compare the heavy metal subculture, historically and cross-culturally to 
other movements that have been forces for constructive social change. 
One could cite numerous examples of adolescents being unhappy with 
the status quo of society, critical of the adults who possess the primary 
authority and power, and contemptuous of the hypocrisy and compro- 
mise of principle that often accompany the exercise of power in political 
and religious institutions. It is often the young people, adolescents and 
young adults, who provide the energy and take the risks that bring about 
social change. In recent history one th&5 of the youthful Czech protest- 
ers in Wenceslas Square in 1989; some lost their lives beneath tanks sent to 
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squelch the protest, but the protesters' efforts soon prevailed. Also fresh 
in the world's memory are the demonstrations that same year in 
Tiananmen Square in China, when youthful students took similar risks 
and were brutally suppressed. 

In a sense, the themes in heavy metal songs are simply a contemporary 
expression of this adolescent capacity for energetic and righteous social 
criticism. However, what distinguishes the heavy metal ideology from 
other such protests is its deep cynicism. Typically, social criticism in- 
cludes an aspiration for change and a prescription for improvement. 
Heavy metal has no such aspiration and no such prescription. The world 
has been hopelessly ruined, the message goes. Forget about improving or 
re-creating family school, community, or religious ideals-none of them 
can be trusted. All that is left to you is to seek some kind of consolation 
and refuge, on your own. 

The future of adolescent alienation 

We may now have found ourselves nearing a point where American indi- 
vidualism has "grown cancerous," in the words of Robert Bellah and his 
colleagues.16 Until recently that individualism was held in check by ties to 
family community, religion, and nation. A healthy tension existed be- 
tween the two, with individualism preventing the social ties from becom- 
ing oppressive and the social ties preventing the individualism from be- 
coming irresponsible or resulting in alienation. However, these ties have 
become frayed for a large proportion of American society over the past 
fifty years, even snapping altogether for many people. Heavy metal is the 
specter of this decline in social ties. From the mouths of metalheads 
comes an alarm, a warning of deepening and widening decline to come if 
nothing is done to change the culture's course away from ever more radi- 
cal individualism. 

Is there a remedy for adolescent alienation? As I have indicated, one 
strategy is for parents to involve children in the common family life, to 
cultivate a sense of mutual obligation and responsibility from early on. 
This would culminate in treating adolescents as near-equal members of 
the household-not just with near-equal rights but with near-equal re- 
sponsibilities as well. Parents cannot expect to succeed in this if they wait 
until children reach puberty. The sense of family interdependence must be 
cultivated from the time children are young, and it must become a source 
of meaning with the years. Still, the heavy metal subculhw and the hy- 
perindividualism that it reflects are part of a larger cultural pattern, and 
even the best efforts of parents may be erased by sources of socialization 
that invite adolescents to expand their individualism without restraint. 

However, there is reason for some optimism that the momentum to- 
ward hyperindividualism will be modified into something less selfish 
and less alienating as the contemporary children of this culture grow up. 
Adolescents grow ineluctably into adulthood, and, as noted, adult roles 
inherently hold demands that require people to modify their individual- 
ism. As the adolescents described here take on adult roles in love and 
work, many of them will develop, by necessity, the capacity for self-regu- 
lation that has been missing in them up to now. Socialization continues 
beyond childhood and adolescence; adults also change and grow and re- 
sponding to socialization influences. There is a danger that adolescents of 
the kind we have met in this book will be unable to adapt to the require- 
ments of adult roles and become even more seriously alienated. However, 
many of them will eventually make the necessary adaptations, even if it 
takes them until their late twenties or even their thirties to do so. 

The other saving grace of a hyperindividualist culture, in the long run, 
is likely to be the human need for emotional ties to others. We are born 
into the world in need of attachments to others; without such attach- 
ments, something as vulnerable as a human infant would never survive. 
This need is the basis of human social relationships, and it is something 
all of us take into adulthood. Although it may be eroded or damaged by 
the time we get there, it keeps us seeking the security, comfort, satisfac- 
tion, and meaning that potentially exist in social ties. Over the past fifty 
years, and to a less radical extent for 300 years before that time, we have 
been stampeding toward the allurements of freedom fiom social ties. We 
have been drawn in this direction because of the restrictiveness and op- 
pression social ties sometimes bring, and because of the seductiveness of 
the abstract idea of unbridled individualism. However, there is some evi- 
dence of a growing cultural awareness that we have reached the outer ex- 
treme of individualism, where it becomes a corrosive hyperindividual- 
ism, and that along the way we have unwittingly shed much that was 
valuable. Critics of individualism such as Robert Bellah, Amitai Etzioni, 
and Christopher Lasch have found a large and receptive audience. Perhaps 
this awareness will, in turn, lead us back from that extreme, in pursuit of 
restoring social ties and of reconstructing them for our time. 

It remains necessary to articulate the costs of hyperindividualism, in 
order to bring to broader awareness what is lost if society is made up of 
atomistic individuals who care little for anything beyond themselves. The 
pervasive and dominating themes of this culture-that self-love is a 
virtue rather than something to be overcome, that self-esteem is always 
superior to self-restraint or self-denial--deserve to be challenged. Clear 
and contemporary alternatives to hyperindividualism should be stated 
and offered. For those who wish to promote such alternatives, heavy 
metal music provides the useful function of giving them some idea of 
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what they are up against. The heavy metal blend of alienation and hyper- 
individualism is powerful, and it has the allegiance of millions of 
American adolescents. These adolescents will soon become a significant 
proportion of American adults, and they may retain their alienation and 
cynicism even if they relinquish their affection for the high-sensation bar- 
rage of sound that is heavy metal. The challenge for those who are dis- 
turbed by the message of heavy metal is to provide other voices, voices 
that will prove as compelling an argument for mutual obligation, social 
responsibility, and interdependence as heavy metal has shown itself to be 
for alienated individualism. 

appendix: interview questions 

1. How many recordings (album, cassette, CD) do you have by heavy metal 
(HM) groups? 

2. What percentage of your total collection is HM? What other kinds of music 
do you have/like/listen to? 

3. What do you like al?out heavy metal? Why do you listen to it? 

4. Give me some examples of groups you like. Why do you like these groups? 

5. Give me some examples of songs you especially like. Why do you like these 
1 songs, and what are they about? 

I 
I 

6. Do you pay more attention to the lyrics or to the music? 

7. Is there a typical volume that you play it at? 
I 

8. How many concerts have you been to in the last year? Which groups? 
I 

9. What do you wear, typically, when you go to a concert? Do you dress differ- 

I ently for the concert than at other times? 

10. Tell me about one of the concerts you went to. What was it like, what did 
you do before and after, etc. 

I 11. Who do you usually go with? The same group every time? Boys and girls to- 

I gether, or just one or the other? 

12. At a concert, have you ever moshed/slamdanced? If yes, why, and what is it 
like? 

13. Do you have a boyfriend/gi'lfriend/someone you date regularly? If yes, 
how long have you been seeing each other? What's the longest you ever 
dated someone? Do you go to concerts with them? Do they also like this 
kind of music? Do you prefer boys/girls who like HM? 

14. How much would you say you spend per month on things related to HM- 
cassettes, CDs, albums, t-shirts, magazines, concert tickets? 

15. What do your parents think of HM? Do they approve or disapprove? Do 
they criticize you for playing it when you're home together? 

16. Are your parents divorced? If divorced: how old were you when they di- 
vorced? What was it like for you? How often do you see (noncustodial par- 
ent)? 

17. More about your parents: how would you say you get along with them? 
What issues do you argue about? 
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18. Do you have brothers and sisters? (Include ages.) Do they like heavy metal? 

19. Where were you born? How many times has your family moved since you 
were born? Have the moves been good for you or bad for you? 

20. How long have you liked HM? How did you first get interested in it? 

21. Do you listen to HM more when you're in a certain kind of mood? Does it 
put you in any particular mood? 

22. What do you see yourself doing in ten years? 

23. How would you describe yourself politically? Are there any particular issues 
that are especially important to you? 

24. How would you describe yourself religiously? How often do you go to 
church or temple? 

25. Some people say that there are a lot of satanic messages in HM music. DO 
you think so? 

26. How do you like school? What classes do you like best? Least? 

27. Do you get involved in school activities--choir, student government, going 
to football and basketball games, that kind of thing? Do you have other hob- 
bies, interests? 

28. Do most of your friends also like this kind of music? Do you listen to it to- 
gether, lend each other recordings, etc.? 

29. Name three people you admire. 

30. Do you play a musical instrument? If yes: what kind of music? In a band? 

31. What's the most reckless/wild/dangerous thing you've ever done? Describe 
the episode. 

notes 

Preface 

1. I intemiewed 48 of the boys and collected questionnaires from another 2.2 
male heavy metal fans in the course of collecting the data for the comparison 
group. These 22 were boys who indicated on a questionnaire of musical prefer- 
ences that they "strongly liked" heavy metal music. Similarly, with the female 
fans, 25 were interviewed and information on 13 others (who "strongly liked" 
heavy metal) was obtained in the course of collecting data for the comparison 
group- 

The data obtained through the volunteer/interview method and the classroom 
survey method were highly similar. That is, with few exceptions, the differences 
between the metalheads and other boys that are reported in the following chap- 
ters were statistically significant whether the nonmetalheads were compared to 
the volunteer/interview group, to metalheads surveyed in the classroom, or to 
both combined. 

2. The mean ages for the comparison groups were 16.9 for boys and 17.7 for the 
girIs. Walser (1993) presents survey data indicating that nearly all heavy metal 
fans are in the 13- to 25-year-old age range. There was one exception in my sam- 
ple, an unusual 31-year-old man, but I did not include him in the analysis because 
his age was so much different (for a profile of him, see Arnett, 1993). 

3. I did not interview the adolescents in the comparison group; instead, I 
turned the questions that I had asked the metalheads in the interview into multi- 
ple-choice or open-ended items on a questionnaire for the comparison group, 
where they could write in their responses. 

4. Walser (1993) claims that heavy metal fans are almost evenly divided be- 
tween males and females, including at concerts. The reason for our divergence on 
this point is that he includes "glam metal" groups like Poison and Bon Jovi as 
heavy metal, whereas I do not (for reasons I explain in Chapter 3), and the audi- 
ence for thew groups is indeed roughly gender-balanced. For the heavy metal 
bands I indude as metal, such as Judas Priest and Metallica, the audience is pre- 
dominantly male, as I can attest from attending many of these concerts (and as 
Walser agrees). With regard to the age range, Walser (1993, p. 17) cites a 1984 sur- 
vey indicating that two-thirds of heavy &eta1 fans are 16-24 years old, with an- 
other one-fifth under 15 years old. 

5. Arnett (1991a). In the high school sample, which does not include the boys 
who volunteered through the music store, 33 percent of boys indicated that they 
liked or strongly liked heavy metal, whereas only 16 percent of girls did. 

6. Hohger and Offer (1989) show that the rate of suicide among adolescents in 
the United States has risen dramatically, by about 300 percent, over the past 30 
years. But this increase has taken place almost entirely among white adolescent 
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boys. Among white girls and among black boys and girls, the rate has been nearly 
flat. As for automobile fatalities, the rate has risen sharply among adolescent boys 
over the past 50 years, rising only slightly among adolescent girls and actually 
falling among most other age/gender groups (Whitfield and Fife, 1987). 

Chapter 1 

1. See Hebdige (1979) and Brake (1985) on the ways that clothes and other ele- 
ments of style declare membership in a youth subculture. 

2. Walser (1993, ch. 4) describes heavy metal as providing the materials for 
building a distinctly male identity. Similarly, Weinstein (1991) notes that heavy 
metal "celebrates the very qualities that boys must sacrifice in order to become 
adult members of society" (p. 105). 

3. Some academic observers-for example, Epstein and Pratto (1990), Weinstein 
(1991)dsee this rejection as an admirable adolescent protest against an oppres- 
sive, "hegemonic" culture. I see it quite differently, as will become evident. 

Part of their argument is that heavy metal represents a protest by working-class 
youth against the lack of economic opportunities available to them. See Gans 
(1974) and Hebdige (1979) for the general argument concerning class and mass- 
culture preferences, Weinstein (1991) and Walser (1993) for the argument specific 
to heavy metal. Weinstein makes this claim in her book but presents no data to 
support it. Walser (1993) concedes that heavy metal fans are as likely to be middle 
class as working class but nevertheless sees it as arising from the contradictions 
inherent in a capitalist society. In particular, he sees the violence and anger of 
heavy metal songs as a protest against the inadequate opportunities available to 
young people in our time and also as a protest against the injustices and depreda- 
tions of capitalism. To me this requires quite a leap of interpretation, as very few 
heavy metal songs have anything to do with capitalism or with economic issues 
of any kind (see the song analysis in Chapter 3). 

I do not think there is persuasive evidence for an argument based on social 
class. Heavy metal has millions of fans in the United States and around the world, 
and most evidence indicates that they are at least as likely to be middle class as 
working class. (See Lewis, 1987 for a summary of the evidence indicating that so- 
cial class is only weakly related to musical preferences. Also, the data in Tanner, 
1981 on Canadian adolescents showed heavy metal to be preferred equally by 
working-class and middle-class adolescents.) Among the metalheads I inter- 
viewed, few were from families where the father had an occupation that could be 
called working class (truck driver, factory worker); the majority were from middle- 
to upper-middle-class families (sons of insurance agents, electrical engineers, col- 
lege professors, and so on). Also, even among the metalheads from working-class 
families, the sources of their alienation are rarely economic, as we shall see in 
Chapters 6 and 7. In fact, they often have exalted expectations for their own fu- 
tures. 

4. Gilrnore (1991). The tasks of manhood I present here are outlined and de- 
tailed in this superb book. 

5. Spencer (1965). See also Spencer (1973). 

6. This argument is part of a theory I have developed on adolescent reckless 
behavior (Arnett, 1992a; 1992b). Here, my explanation of the boys' participa- 
tion in the rituals departs from Gilmore (1991), who emphasizes the coercion 
necessary to get timid boys to participate. In contrast, I emphasize the alacrity 
of most boys to participate, as a consequence of the pleasure they take in high 
sensation. 

7. James (1902/1961), pp. 289-290. It is important to note that James was writ- 
ing in this way about war before the technologies of modem warfare were devel- 
oped. None of his comments, or my use of his comments, is intended to apply to 
twentieth-century warfare, with its high-tech weaponry, atomic bombs, and 
cruise missiles. 

8. Throughout this book I use the term "American majority culture." This term 
refers to the culture that is currently the dominant, majority culture that sets most 
of the norms and standards and holds most of the positions of political, economic, 
intellectual, and media power in this country. It is largely white and middle class, 
but most of the working class shares its values and way of life, and many non- 
white people in the middle class could also be considered part of the majority cul- 
ture. I recognize that the United States contains other cultures that exist alongside 
the majority culture. These other cultures may be defined by racial, ethnic, reli- 
gious, or other criteria, and they may have some similarities to the majority cul- 
ture, but the term "American majority culture" is not intended to include them. 

9. Sugerrnan (1991) ascribes the appeal of the hard rock band Guns N' Roses 
partly to the alienation of young people. Among the sources of alienation he cites 
is loss of meaningful ritual. 

10. There are some exceptions to this, of course, in men who teach their sons 
how to use a gun or a rifle. But typically this is for hunting purposes, not to pro- 
tect themselves and their families against human invaders. 

11. True, we remain threatened (at least we did until the collapse of the Soviet 
Union) by intercontinental bas t i c  missiles, but protection from this threat is the 
province of only a tiny sector of the population. There is nothing most individuals 
can do about this threat and therefore no use including training in skills to protect 
us from it in the curriculum of socialization. 

12. US. Department of Education (1988). 
13. Arnett (1992a). 
14. Jonah (1986). 
15. Wilson and Hennstein (1985). 
16. For automobile driving, see Arnett (1992a; 1992b). For crime, see Katz 

(1982); see also Wilson and Herrnstein (1985, ch. 5), who suggest that many juve- 
nile crimes are motivated by "sheer adventurousness" (p. 133), akin to a sensation- 
seeking motive. 

17. Of course I am not suggesting that high sensation seeking is the only moti- 
vation for reckless driving or crime. Obviously, both are much more compIicated 
than that, especially crime. But I am arguing that sensation seeking is a key moti- 
vation for these and other types of reckless behavior. 

18. Zuckerman, Eysenck, and Eysenck (1978). There are weaknesses to their 
measure of sensation seeking, but it does compare people of different ages. I have 
also done such an age comparison, with a new measure of sensation seeking I 
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have developed (Arnett, 1994)) and also found adolescents to be higher than 
adults in sensation seeking. 

Chapter 2 

1. Holinger and Offer (1989). 
2. U.S. ~ e ~ t .  of Education (1988). 
3. U.S. Devt. of Education (1988). Rates of dmg use rose steadily through the 

1970s before hec~ in in~  slightly in the 1980s. . 
4. Whitfield and ~ i f e  (1987). 
5.  Robinson, Buck, and Cuthbert (1991). This phenomenon has been described - - 

with regard to adolescents and popular music in this edited book. 
6. For a more detailed presentation of the theory, see Arnett (1995a). The theory 

has also been applied to adolescent reckless behavior (Arnett 1992a; 1992b; 
Arnett and Balle-Jensen, 1993) and the transition from adolescence to adulthood 
(Arnett and Taber, 1994). 

7. See Spiro (1994, ch. 5). 
8. For an example of this view, see Gaines (1991). 
9. Roland (1988). 
10. Larson and Richards (1994). 
11. For an example, see Turnbull (1962). 
12. Stevenson and Stigler (1992). 
13. Linney and Seidman (1989); Stevenson and Stigler (1992). 
14. Gilmore (1991). 
15. Arnett (1995b). 
16. Davis and Davis (1989). 
17. It should be noted that this is not commanded as a joyless duty but as the 

believer's joyful submission to God and as the reliable path to true happiness. 

I '  18. ~ e r g e i  and Berger (1984). 

Chapter 3 

1. Weinstein (1991) and Walser (1993), in their books on heavy metal, included 
what I would call hard rock bands as metal bands, which is one of the reasons 
they reach somewhat different conclusions than 1 do about the nature and signifi- 
cance of heavy metal. 

2. Music historians consider the first blues song to have been written by W. C. 
Handy in 1912. 

3. weinstein (1991), ch. 2. 
4. See Weinstein (1991, ch. 2) for a chronology slightly different than the one of- 

fered here. 
5. Weinstein (1991), ch. 2, p. 20. 
6. Postman (1985) was referring to television, but it is no less true for music. 
7. There are other ways to do this kind of analysis. I could have analyzed one 

album from each of 12 or 15 or 20 bands and included some relatively obscure I 

bands (including some death metal) as well as the most prominent ones. HOW- 
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ever, I wanted to describe what most metalheads are listening to. For the most 
part, even metalheads who like the more obscure bands best also like and listen to 
at least some of the six bands included here. 

8. Some readers may be concerned about a certain amount of tautological rea- 
soning in this analysis: I defined heavy metal songs as songs with themes of alien- 
ation and anger, and then, voill discovered in my analysis that alienation and 
anger are prominent themes in heavy metal songs. But the purpose of the analysis 
is not so much to "prove" that heavy metal songs have these themes-as I said, 
these themes are partly what define heavy metal songs-but to look at the relative 
frequencies of various themes in the songs, including some such as substance 
abuse and suicide, which have been alleged to be a major part of the heavy metal 
genre but which, as I think this analysis demonstrates, are actually quite rare. 

As Walser (1993) notes, one of the problems with other analyses of heavy metal 
songs is that they focus on the lyrics alone. Walser includes a complex musical 
analysis of particular songs in his book on heavy metal but surprisingly fails to 
note the pervasiveness of the use of minor keys in heavy metal songs, focusing in- 
stead on the use of particular musical modes rather than on the major/minor dis- 
tincfion. I would argue that whether the songs tend to be played in Phiygian 
mode or Aeolian mode is less significant emotionally and in its meaning than the 
simple fact that they tend to be in minor keys. The difference in our emphasis is 
partly because many of the songs he focuses on in his book are songs I would con- 
sider not heavy metal but hard rock, for example, songs by Van Halen, Deep 
Purple, Guns N' Roses, and Bon Jovi. 

Oddly although Walser emphasizes the importance of music over lyrics in the 
songs, his own analysis of 88 heavy metal songs uses the lyrics only (see chapter 5 
of his book). He reports finding "relatively little concern with violence" in the 
songs (p. 139). The most common themes in his analysis are "assertion of or long- 
ing for intensity," lust, loneliness, love, and anger. However, his analysis includes 
songs from bands I consider hard rock and glam metal, not heavy metal. He 
agrees that songs by thrash metal bands such as Metallica "very often address vi- 
olence, death, and madness in their lyrics" (p. 157). 

9. This makes the analysis imperfect from a statistical point of view. Because 
some songs received only one lyrical category assignment while others received 
more than one, the songs that received more than one are overrepresented in the 
analysis. However, the alternative, of deciding on only one category for each 
song, seemed to me to sacrifice too much of the content of the songs-some songs 
really do have only one theme, others really do have more than one. So, although 
imperfect statistically, the analysis of lyrical themes can at least be taken as a 
rough sketch of the content of heavy metal songs. 

10. Testimony of Dr. Joe Stuessy, U.S. Congress, Record Labeling (Senate Hearing 
99-529), 1985, p. 117. "[Heavy metal's] principal themes [include] substance 
abuse.. . ." 

11. Robert Pielke (1986, p. 202), for example: "Most evident in heavy metal has 
been the attitude of negation, with its emphasis on the images of death, satanism, 
sexual aberration, dismemberment, and the grotesque." And Joe Stuessy: 
"Today's heavy metal is categorically different from previous forms of music. It 
contains the element of hatred, a meanness of spirit" (U.S. Conmess. 1985. n 11 51 
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12. This song, like Ozzy's more recent "Demon Alcohol" quoted earlier in 
this chapter, is actually an anti-alcohol song. It begins like this: "Wine is fine 
but whiskey's quicker/ Suicide is slow with liquor." The lyrics do contain the 
phrase "suicide solution,:' and it's possible to imagine how an adolescent boy 
might have dwelled on that phrase to the exclusion of the rest of the lyrics. 
Nevertheless, defenders of Ozzy are right that it is ludicrous to hold him 
legally responsible for the boy's suicide. If this were valid, then no one should 
ever be allowed to publish a story, song, or factual account in which a person 
commits suicide. The fad is, even adolescent boys are not so easily manipu- 
lated. Literally millions of boys have listened to that song, and the fact that one 
of those boys killed himself shows nothing about the song as a "cause" of his 
suicide. 

13. In an analysis of music videos, Kaplan (1987) reported that the theme of ni- 
hilism (which could be seen to be related to the angst theme here) is prominent in 
heavy metal videos. 

14. For example, King (1988, p. 297): "The attraction of heavy metal music is its 
message that a higher power controls the world, and that power is ha tmf ten  
personified by Satan." 

15. Weinstein (1991), for example. 
16. Fergusson (1961). In Poetics, it is tragedy in particular that Aristotle is dis- 

cussing in this sense. 
17. In my argument here I have drawn on Pattison's (1987) fine book, The 

Triumph of Vulgarity: Rock Music in the Mirror of Romanticism. 
18. Aristotle discusses this as harmony and rhythm (Fergusson, 1961), but he is 

not using these terms in their musical sense. Rather, this refers to an aesthetically 
pleasing arrangement of parts in relation to the whole, so that the result is beauti- 
fully formed. 

19. Although metalheads admire the musical expertise of the performers, the 
qualities named here tend to be more important than the melodic qualities of the 
music. The lack of importance of melody in heavy metal has been noted by 
Kaplan (1987), who described the music as "loud and unmelodious," filled with 
"relatively meaningless screaming sounds" (p. 107). Even Walser (1993), an ardent 
defender of the musical value of heavy metal songs, concedes that "melody is rel- 
atively less important in metal than in many other kinds of music" (p. 50). 

20. See Hebdige (1979) for a discussion of how the offensive elements from sub- 
cultures that set themselves against society are eventually incorporated into the 
(widened) mainstream. 

Chapter 4 

1. This analogy is perhaps not as far-fetched as it may sound to some. Walser 
(1993, ch. 3) describes how many heavy metal guitarists have had classical train- 
ing. In any case, my point here is that their admiration is similar to that of an ad- 

I mirer of classical music, not that Horowitz is comparable to the lead guitarist for 
Metallica or Megadeth. 

2. Zuckennan, Eysenck, and Eysenck (1978). Zuckerman, who is most responsi- 
ble for the conception and development of the sensation-seeking idea, empha- 
sizes novelty and complexity. However, I think it is better defined by novelty and 
intensity, for reasons I explain in the paper presenting my own conception of sen- 
sation seeking and the scale of sensation seeking I have developed since the time I 
began this study (Arnett, 1994). 

The sensation-seeking motive I describe here is analogous to the "intensity and 
power" that Walser (1993) reported as one of the main attractions of heavy metal 
according to the metalheads he surveyed. Interestingly, the other two factors he 
reported as important to metalheads also have parallels in my study: Musical skill 
was important to metalheads in both studies, and the truth and relevance of the 
lyrics reported by the metalheads he studied is similar to the ideology of alien- 

I ation I describe below. 
3. Amett (1994); Zuckerman, Eysenck, and Eysenck, 1978. 
4. In this study I used the Sensation-Seeking Scale by Zuckerrnan et al. (1978), as I 

had not yet developed my own scale. On this scale, metalheads were significantiy 
higher in sensation seeking, compared to the other boys. For the items shown in 
Table 4.1, all differences are significant (in chi-square tests) at p < .05, and all but 

I 
the one on parachute jumping are significant at p < .01. 

5. Piaget (1967). 

Chapter 5 
I 

1. In a statistical analysis of the types of behavior in Table 5.1, the metalheads 
were significantly higher than the other boys on every type of reckless behavior 
considered. The statistical analyses were conducted with the reckless behaviors as 
continuous variables (not dichotomous, as shown in the table), with structured re- 
sponses. For most variables, the response categories were: 0, 1, 2-5, 6-10, more 
than 10 (times in past year). For the high-speed driving variables, the categories 
were: 0,l-5, 6-10,ll-20,21-50, and more than 50. See Arnett (1991a) for a de- 
tailed analysis. 

In a related finding, Epstein et al. (1990) reported that, among boys attending a 
middle school for children with academic and/or behavior problems, 94 percent 
of the white boys stated that heavy metal was their favorite type of music (black 
boys preferred rap). The authors emphasized that, within the sample, there was 
not a significant relationship between musical preferences and behavior prob- 
lems, but to me it is more notable that nearly aJl the boys at this school for chil- 
dren with serious problems preferred high-sensation, high-alienation music, that 
is, metal or rap. 

2. For a more detailed statistical analysis of the relations between sensation- 
seeking, reckless behavior, and preference for heavy metal, see Arnett (1991a; 
1992~). These analyses show sensation seeking to be related to every type of reck- 
less behavior considered in the studv; furthermore, the analyses support the inter- 
pretation that sensation seeking is the link between heavy metal music and reck- 
less behavior. 
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3. U.S. Dept. of Education (1988). 
4. Williams (1985). 
5. See Feldman and Elliott (1990) for a commentary on the roles and responsi- 

bilities of contemporary Western adolescents. 
6. These figures are, if anything, a low estimate of the extent to which they use 

the music for mood regulation. Many of them said they listen to heavy metal "all 
the time," and they were not counted in the proportion of those who listen to it es- 
pecially when angry, even if they also listen to it when angry and gain emotional 
relief and release from it. See also Arnett (1991b). 

7. This is a finding that is in line with the "yses-and-gratifications" tradition in 
media research (see Rubin, 1994, for a review), which arose as an antithesis to 
what were perceived as simplistic models of media effects. However, I do not 
think it is necessary to draw a sharp boundary between uses and effects; the 
catharsis experienced by the metalheads is both. 

8. Kurdek (1987); Moore and Schultz, (1983). See also Gaines (1991) for some in- 
teresting examples of the cathartic effect of heavy metal. 

9. Aristotle, writing almost 2,500 years ago in Poetics, was the first to use the 
term "catharsis" (Fergusson, 1961). However, he used the term in reference to art 
in general, and theatrical plays in particular, rather than applying it specifically to 
music. 

10. There is an example of how the release of all this aggression at concerts may 
burst beyond the limits broadly defined by slamdancing and result in actual vio- 
lence, but it involves Guns N' Roses, who are sometimes described as a heavy 
metal band but whose music is more similar to the bands I described as hard rock 
bands in Chapter 3. At a Guns N' Roses concert in July 1991, a riot broke out when 
Ax1 Rose, lead singer for the group, leaped into the crowd in pursuit of a fan who 
was annoying him by taking photographs. After security guards lifted him back 
onstage, Rose stalked off angrily and did not return. The fans proceeded to tear 
the theater apart, ripping out seats, throwing the speakers and other musical 
equipment from the stage to the ground, and battling police who descended upon 
the theater to restore order. 

11. Elkind (1967; 1985); Arnett (1992a). 
12. Elkind (1967; 1985). 
13. Walser (1993) reported that over half the fans he surveyed at a Judas Priest 

concert said they played a musical instrument. See also Arnett(1991b). 
14. Durkheim (1897/1951). 
15. For more details, see Arnett (1992a; 1995a). 
16. Wilson and Herrnstein (1985), chapters 4 and 5. 
17. Udry (1988). 
18. Durkheim's discussion of this in Suicide (1897/1951) is especially apt for 

heavy metal since the lyrics of the songs and the lives of the metalheads reflect 
alienation of the kind Durkheim d~scussed (using the term anomie). 

Chapter 6 

1. Perhaps the most impressive study in this area compared three groups of 
mothers in three different decades, raising their preschool children in 1940, in 
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1950, and in 1960 (Waters and Crandall, 1964). Over this twenty-year period, 
mothers became much less restrictive and less punitive, much more tolerant and 
more permissive. More recent studies of parenting attitudes indicate that most 
American parents, at least in the middle class, place independence and self-ex- 
pression above obedience and conformity in the socialization of their children 
(Alwin, 1988; Alwin, Xu, and Carson, 1994; Kohn, 1977). 

2. It should be noted that I interviewed only the boys and not their parents. 
Perhaps the picture of parenting that emerges from the boys' accounts would be 
somewhat different if the parents were also interviewed. 

3. Numerous studies indicate that, following divorce, conflict is especially high 
between mothers and sons and that the adverse effects of divorce are stronger and 
more lasting for boys than for girls (Hetherington, 1991). 

4. Hetherington (1991); Santrock et al. (1988). 
5. See Demo and Aycock (1988) for a comprehensive review. 
6. In order to examine family relationships, in addition to the interview ques- 

tions I used the Family Relationships subscale of the Offer Self-Image 
Questionnaire (Offer, Ostrov, and Howard, 1982). Metalheads reported sigrufi- 
cantly poorer family relationships than other boys on the total scale (p < .01). 
Also, all of the item comparisons shown in Table 6.1 are significant at p < .05 or 
less. 

7. These are the interconnections Bronfenbrenner (1979) describes as cortstitut- 
ing the mesosystem of development. 

8. Csikszentrnihalyi and Larson (1984); Larson and Richards (1994). 
9. Richards, Berk, and Forster (1979). 
10. See Arnett (199%) for a more detailed discussion of the role of media in 

adolescent socialization. 
11. Herdt (1987). This traditional pattern has changed in the past decade with 

the introduction of primary school and other Western practices. 
12. In their survey of children's development in cultures around the world, 

Whiting and Edwards (1988, ch. 2) note that children in most cultures have daily 
or near-daily contact with grandparents. The American middle class is the only 
exception they have observed. In a recent study of mine involving suburban 
American adolescents, only 25 percent of them reported living within 100 miles of 
their grandparents (Amett and Jensen, 1994). 

13. In the same study referred to in note 12 above, only 12 percent of adoles- 
cents said they saw their grandparents more than twenty times in the past year 
(Amett and Jensen, 1994). I compared the American adolescents to Danish adoles- 
cents in this study; 90 percent of the Danish adolescents lived within 100 miles of 
their grandparents, and 37 percent saw their grandparents at least twenty times in 
the past year. 

14. Postman (1985); Gober (1993). 
15. Pitman and Bowen (1994). 
16. In general, a distinction can be made between metalheads who are part of 

the "taste culture" of heavy metal and those who are part of the "subculture." A 
taste culture is a group of people who are united simply by a common entertain- 
ment preference-in this case heavy metal music. They have this musical prefer- 
ence in common, as well as the high sensation seeking that underlies it, but not 
much else. Members of the subcultur~ are thn~p fnr whnm -**-:- :- ---- -I1-. 
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more serious and essential, for whom the music is not just for fun but confirms an 
alternative value system and political/social ideology. For those in the subculture, 
an ideological convergence exists between them and the performers, in this case 
the ideology of alienation. Thus members of the taste culture share high sensation 
seeking, whereas members of the subculture share high sensation seeking plus 
alienation. There are boys from both the taste culture and the subculture among 
the metalheads I interviewed; wherever I discuss metalheads' alienation I have 
ako sought to give examples of boys who simply like heavy metal as high-sensa- 
tion music but who do not share the alienation. See Arnett (1993) and Lull (1987) 
for further discussion of this issue. 

17. Durkheim (1897/1951), pp. 212,214. 

Chapter 7 

1. See Karen Armstrong's excellent A Histo y of God (1993). She notes that "there 
is a case for arguing that Homo sapiens is also Homo religiosus. Men and women 
started to worship gods as soon as they become recognizably human. . . . Indeed, 
our current secularism is an entirely new experiment, unprecedented in human 
history" (p. xix). 

2. Much of the ensuiw discussion is based on Stevenson and Stigler (1992). 
3. Larson and ~ichards (1994). 
4. Larson and Richards (1994), p. 88. 
5. On this topic I did not ask a comparable question of the comparison group. 

However, an interesting comparison is to Glueck and Glueck's (1950) classic 
study of delinquents, where they found that 62 percent of delinquents and only 10 
percent of nondeliiquents disliked school. The metalheads fall in the middle of 
these two groups (31 percent disliked school). More recently, Stevenson and 
Stigler (1992) cite studies indicating that 52-65 percent of American middle-school 
students say they like school, which are lower rates than among Asian students 
(75-86 percent). 

6. Roe (1987; 1990). Also, Gaines (1991) reported that the local vocational and 
technical school in the suburban town she studied was known as "heavy metal 
high school" because so many metalheads attended it. This seems to confirm that 
metalheads prefer a more active, hands-on school environment, where it is avail- 
able. 

Of course, as I note below, not all metalheads hate the college-prep kind of 
high school. In general a useful distinction can be made between metalheads 
who are part of the taste culture of heavy metal and simply like the high-sensa- 
tion intensity of the music, and those who are part of the subculture of heavy 
metal, who have in common not just high sensation seeking but also alienation, 
from school as well as other sources. For those who are part of the subculture, 
the music is something more serious and essential, more ideological. My sam- 
ple included boys who were part of the taste culture as well as boys who were 
part of the subculture; throughout the book I have sought to provide examples 
of each. See Arnett (1993) and Lull (1987) for further discussion of this distinc- 
tion. 
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7. Larson and Richards (1994), p. 89. 
8. Durkheim (1915). 
9. The statistics that follow are from Gallup and Castelli (1989). 
10. For comparison, in a Gallup poll published March 5,1993, only 4 percent of 

the American general public identified themselves as agnostics or atheists. 
However, the fact that 96 percent of Americans say they "believe in G o d  does not 
necessarily contradict what I said above about the decline of religious socializa- 
tion. Agreeing with such an open statement can mean many things to many peo- 
ple, and I would argue that the other information I present here suggests that the 
role of religion in American society is declining. 

11. See Reiff (1966) on what he calls "the triumph of the therapeutic" in Amer- 
ican life, including in religion. 

12. His skepticism about organized religion is shared by many other adoles- 
cents. In a national poll by Gallup and Poling (1980), only 25 percent of adoles- 
cents said they had a high degree of confidence in organized religion. 

13. See Roof (1993). 
14. See Gaines (1991) for further comments and examples in this vein. 

Chapter 8 

1. This chapter is based on data from 38 female metalheads. Twenty-five of 
them volunteered after seeing a sign describing the study at a music store; ten of 
these girls lived in greater Atlanta, Georgia, and 15 lived in greater Boston, 
Massachusetts. All 25 of these girls were interviewed by female research assis- 
tants and completed the same questionnaires as the boys. The other 13 were girls 
who indicated that they "strongly like" heavy metal on a questionnaire about mu- 
sical preferences when the data for a comparison group of girls were being col- 
lected from the same high school and college as the boys' comparison group. 
These 13 girls were not interviewed. There were 199 girls in the comparison 
group. 

2. Female metalheads reported higher sensation seeking on the total Sensation- 
Seeking Scale (p < .01). 

3. See Walser (1993) for a description of the male orientation of heavy metal, 
Brake (1985) for a discussion of male domination of youth subcultures more gen- 
erally. 

4. On the Offer Self-Image Questionnaire (Offer, Ostrov, and Howard, 1982) 
used in the study, female metalheads reported significantly poorer family rela- 
tionships than girls in the comparison group on the total scale (p < .001). 

5. Although males are generally higher in sensation seeking than females 
(which partly explains the greater appeal of heavy metal for boys), adolescent 
girls are generally higher in sensation seeking than their parents (Arnett, 1994). 

6. Forty-four percent of the female metalheads described themselves as agnos- 
tics or atheists, compared to 22 percent of the girls in the comparison group. 
However, even this overstates the religiosity of the metalhead girls. As the follow- 
ing examples illustrate, even for those who believe in God, their beliefs are often 
quite unorthodox, and they generally reject organized religion. 
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7. In their individualistic approach to religion and their rejection of organized 
religion, both male and female metalheads sound remarkably similar to many of 
the baby boomers described by Roof (1993). This makes sense; many of today's 
metalheads are the children of boomers, and they have grown up in a culture 
where many people are skeptical of or hostile to organized religion. 

8. However, in the same way that male metalheads are more reckless than male 
nonmetalheads, female metalheads are generally more reckless than girls who do 

'not like heavy metal. They report significantly higher rates of marijuana use, sex 
without contraception, shoplifting, and vandalism. See Arnett (1991a) for details. 

9. Brake (1985). 
10. For example, Tanner (1981). 
11. Arnett (1994). 

Chapter 9 

1. Berger and Berger (1984) use the term "hyperindividualism" to refer to an ex- 
treme and corrosive form of individualism. 

2. Spiro (1994); Wrong (1994). 
3. Not, of course, for the African slaves or thi Native Americans who were be- 

ing displaced. 
4. For a recent statement of this ideal, see Lifton (1993). 
5. For example, Gaines (1991). 
6. See Schlegel and Barry (1991) for an interesting anthropological survey of 

adolescence cross-culturally. 
7. "Love and work" was Freud's terse answer when he was asked what an 

adult should be able to do well in order to be considered psychologically healthy 
(quoted in Erikson, 1963). I think he was right and that it applies across cultures. 

8. Although the "love and work" requirements apply across cultures, the speci- 
fication that love be expressed in a monogamous, intimate, heterosexual relation- 
ship is more specific to contemporary Western cultures. However, it is appropri- 
ate to discuss it in this way here, since the American majority culture to which the 
metalheads belong is one of the cultures in which this ideal of love is found. 

9. Erikson (1963). 
10. See Becker (1973) for a powerful statement of this thesis. 
11. Larson and Richards (1994). 
12. Whiting and Edwards (1988). 
13. Munroe et al. (1983). 
14. Larson and Richards (1994). 
15. Ironically, adolescents in these cultures do not by any means have equal sta- 

tus with their parents, even though they contribute near-equal work. An age hier- 
archy remains throughout life, as in the Indian example described in Chapter 6. 

16. Bellah et al. (1985). 
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about the book and author 

Heavy metal is a violent, head-banging music complete, in its live performances, 
with its own arena of rage and celebration, the slamdancing pit. It is a music in 
the red comer of society, loud, angry, and, to most adult ears, practically intolera- 
ble. And yet, the art form radiates a message about American adolescents well 
worth examining and comprehending: Its devotees, primarily adolescent boys, 
are alienated from their world and angry about its future. Heavy metal speaks 
throbbingly the message of rage, loneliness, and cynicism. 

In this sensitive book, Jeffrey Jensen Arnett synthesizes the stories and experi- 
ences of seventy male and thirty-eight female "metalheads" in a successful at- 
tempt to understand the often alienating results of a society that exalts an ever 
more extreme individualism. The vacuum such an atmosphere creates in the indi- 
vidual can be temporarily obliterated by a heavy metal concert, which Arnett sees 
as a substitute manhood ritual. This conclusion is just one of the many striking 
hypotheses the author advances in this dynamic study of a music and its follow- 
ers. 

Of the more than one hundred metalheads interviewed for this volume, nine 
are featured in the profiles preceding each chapter-the reader becomes fully ac- 
quainted with Jack, for instance, and with the multiple crosses decorating his 
body, his black rose tattoo, and his tumultuous family life; and with slim and . 
well-groomed Jean, dressed entirely in black, her favorite color, and wearing the 
temperament of withdrawal. 

This is a unique study filled with compassion for a disenfranchised subculture 
and the respect of a desire to understand it. 

Jeffrey Jensen Arnett is associate professor of human development and family 
studies at the University of Missouri at Columbia. 




